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Bridge 


Rondo of the Outsiders 


“And in our next story, the string of sudden deaths yesterday of senators and industry leaders 


due to accidents and illness is causing chaos in share prices on the New York Stock Exchange...” 


Should what happened in Snowfield be called an “ordeal” or not? 

The more accurately someone had been observing events, the more they inclined toward “not.” 

That was because that series of incidents, unprecedented in the history of the city, and per- 
haps even of the whole United States—the Holy Grail War—had been deliberately engineered. 

The city of Snowfield itself was a test site created on American soil for the ritual—abando- 
ning the site and starting over had been part of the plan from the beginning. 

But that was only the masterminds’ point of view. 

As far as ordinary people with no knowledge of mystical matters were concerned, all of that 
was irrelevant. 

As far as the ordinary townspeople with no knowledge of the reasons behind it all were con- 
cerned, it was a calamity that had descended on them without warning. 

The Holy Grail War. 

An exclusive ritual known only to a few, even among mages. 

With Heroic Spirits whose beings were engraved into the world’s “throne” as their fami- 
liars, mages would battle each other with every fiber of their beings for over an omnipotent 
wish-granting device—a genuine foothold on the path to the Root. 

It was said that it had begun with other intentions, but the third Holy Grail War, held more 
than half a century earlier, had seen countless factions scheming beneath its surface. Then, in the 
fourth Holy Grail War, held over a decade prior, the loss of one of the Lords of the Clock Tower 
had drawn the attention of a very small group of mages who had made it past efforts to suppress 
the information. 

Of course, in the grand scheme of things, it was considered “a dubious ritual performed in 
the Far East.” What was being held in America, however, was beginning to show itself as far too 
strange and twisted even for a Holy Grail War. 
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To begin with, there was the fact that the number of Heroic Spirits summoned was too large. 

The Holy Grail War was ordinarily fought by seven Servants, and while this one had appea- 
red to conform to those numbers at first...from about the time that a Heroic Spirit seemingly of 
the Saber Class had appeared before the cameras of a local TV station and declared his intention 
to make reparations for a demolished theatre, a major “divergence” from the original Grail Wars 
hard begun. 

A ritual of magecraft ought, properly speaking, to be conducted in secrecy. 

To anyone who dealt in magecraft, or Mystery in general, that principle was absolute. And 
yet this fake Holy Grail War had barely begun before it was broken. 


Almost as if to say that that had been the masterminds’ intention all along. 


There was the single combat between Archer and Lancer in the desert. 
The clash of their Noble Phantasms had turned part of the desert to glass and left a massive 


crater in its wake. Officially, it was declared a gas pipeline explosion. 


Then there was Assassin’s assault on the police station, seemingly aimed at Saber, who was 
being held there. 

A hematophage who seemed to be Assassin’s Master had forced his way into the station amid 
the chaos and Hansa Cervantes, who the Holy Church had dispatched to oversee the Grail War, 
had gotten dragged into the brawl. Officially, it was declared a terrorist attack on the police 


station. 


It was followed by an attack on Archer and his Master, who had taken up a position in Crys- 
tal Palace hotel, which shattered every window in the vicinity and was explained away as the 


work of an unforeseen tornado. 


Then two powerful Servants, as well as something else, had caused widespread destruction 
centered on a meat processing plant in a corner of the factory district—a mage’s workshop with 
the backing of the Scladio Family. 

The devastation was still being kept from the eyes of the public by an illusion cast over a wide 


area, most likely by a Caster Class Servant. 


In just a few days, severe distortions were already forming in the unfolding ritual. 
A mystic ritual in the form of a battle to the death between mages and their familiars—and 


no ordinary familiars, but Heroic Spirits, embodiments of Mystery itself. 
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No matter how carefully the groundwork for that ritual had been laid, in the face of a string 
of irregularities on a scale that threatened to annihilate the city, concealment was nearing its 


limit. 


But far from coming to a conclusion, the situation had begun to show signs of irreversible 
expansion. 

With complete disregard for all preceding atmospheric conditions, a massive hurricane had 
formed on the west coast. 

In an area centered on Washington D.C., key figures in business, politics and information 
were dropping dead one after another. 

Those who knew what was happening behind the scenes realized that these disasters were 
not natural. 

They realized that a great tide had risen in the city of Snowfield and that the world was being 
inexorably dragged into its shadowy depths. 


If one were to deem this an ordeal bestowed by some higher power...then it would be like 
being flung into an endless labyrinth in which it was impossible to see what lay even an inch 
ahead, let alone the finish line. 

Because they had yet to realize that they were in a labyrinth at all. 


A private chat on a certain social network: 
Flue: “Well, that’s about the size of it... Let me just give you my conclusions. 
“Snowfield is dangerous. 
“To be honest, I want to get out as soon as I can. 
“T mean, this is nothing like I was told. 
“Course, no one mixed up in magecraft would ever tell the truth unless they’re forced to, 
but even taking that into account, it’s still crazy. 
“The core of the ritual’s probably based on the one in Fuyuki, but its scale and its foundation 
have gone completely out of whack. 
“First off, the Ghostliners. 
“You veterans call ‘em Servants. You said seven of them fought when it was in Fuyuki, right? 
“Well, I tried checking with my astrology, and this in on a whole other level. There’s nearly 


twice as many things I wouldn’t want to mess with—more than twice as many, going by some 
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disturbances in the stars that I can’t tell if they’re Servants or what. I was watching the front of 
the hospital last night. First there was a three-headed dog, then two hundred of what looked like 
phantasmals showed up out of nowhere and went at it with a Heroic Spirit I'd be scared to even 
stare at too hard. After that the magical energy got too disturbed for me to observe anything 
properly. 

“You better not tell me that was Cerberus and a bunch of demons. Either way, things that 
don’t belong on this side of the world are swaggering down the main street of an American city. 
If this is a dream, I want to wake up. It'd take a pretty childish mage to send me a dream like this. 

“Just explaining what happened after that is a pain. 

“T’ve attached an encrypted pseudo-video recording. Use magecraft to decompress it on 
your end. 

“But if you think it’s a hoax I cooked up, that’s all I’ve got. 

“I won't get mad if you're suspicious. 

“If I were in your shoes, I’d be demanding my money back and sending a curse or two right 
about now. 

“Of course, you're not like me, so maybe you can see it a different way, Mr. Scourge of Mage 


Society.” 


El-Melloi II: “That nickname was uncalled for.” 
El-Melloi II: “Anyway, thank you for your report. It sounds like the situation is getting worse 
than I thought.” 


Flue: “You can say that again. I thought that crater in the desert was the worst it could get, 
but it’s been shooting past that and dragging the whole city down to a new low twice a day.” 

Flue: “Anyway, what’s the deal with there being too many Heroic Spirits?” 

Flue: “The land here is pretty good for leylines, but from what I hear, it still doesn’t measure 


up to Fuyuki. It doesn’t make sense that more Heroic Spirits than usual got summoned in spite 
of that.” 


El-Melloi II: “They’re probably priming the pump.” 
Flue: “Yeah?” 


El-Melloi II: “The first several Heroic Spirits summoned were used as a catalyst to intentio- 


nally disturb the leylines and temporarily draw in magical energy from elsewhere in the Ameri- 
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cas. It’s a drastic measure, like inflicting damage on the body in order to stimulate an immunity.” 


Flue: “So, in order to summon seven Ghostliners, they summoned and sacrificed another 
six? They used those crazy Ghostliners as a catalyst like you'd use chicken blood? Isn’t that a bit 


too out there to believe?” 


El-Melloi I: “In order to push seven pendulums to the fore, they shoved...probably five or 
six pendulums into them from behind. Ordinarily, that would only move an equal number of 
pendulums, like a Newton’s cradle, but the supervisors who shaped the land simply have to add 
enough power to push the seventh pendulum. Now that the first set of Heroic Spirits have ser- 
ved their purpose, they will probably be absorbed into the land over time in order to preserve 


the balance.” 


Flue: “That’s not a pretty thought. I only half believed what you told me, but I bet that guy in 
the shiny gold armor really is the Akkadian King of Heroes. The instant I took a look at his star 
through a far-seeing spell, my head spun and I thought it was going to scramble my brains. They 
must be out of their minds if they’re using up someone like that as disposable kindling—not 


even material for the Grail.” 


El-Melloi II: “Exactly. It’s hardly what youd call a sane idea, regardless of whether you're 
talking about mages or about people who have nothing to do Mystery. Such methods speak to a 
group with disdain for Mystery as such. That’s who you ought be calling a ‘scourge.” 


Flue: “Are you really one to talk when youre analyzing Mystery over instant messages, even 


if they are private?” 


El-Melloi I: “At present, fewer mages devote their efforts to spiriton hacking than to com- 
munication via magecraft. Any method carries risks, but given the limits of my abilities, this is 
probably the safer option. Even if it is intercepted and read, any ordinary person will assume it’s 
some kind of joke and there’s no need to hide it from anyone who’ already on our side. In fact, 
the more serious any proper mage is about concealing Mystery, the harder they'll work to erase 


those ridiculous reports for us.” 


Flue: “Would any mage really care about talk like that?” 
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El-Melloi I: “Well, that will change in a few more years. The handheld devices called ‘smart 
phones’ that have begun to appear on the market recently will probably become common enou- 
gh to have an influence even on mage society. As the danger of Mystery being recorded increases, 
methods of secrecy will have to change. It could end up being easier to seed dummy stories and 
label everything fake news. That’s all the more reason I want to avoid a needlessly large-scale 


ritual like this creating holes.” 


Flue: “You talk as much as always. Or I guess ‘type’ in this case. I can’t believe you can run 
off a wall of text like that in under a minute. You're not working some kind of magecraft I can’t 


catch in with all those letters, are you?” 


El-Melloi II: “You give me too much credit. The games I play for fun sometimes require 
exchanging condensed information quickly.” 
El-Melloi II: “Besides, I could never incorporate a concealed formula of such a high level 


that you wouldn’t notice. Still, even online and in writing, the way you talk doesn’t change.” 


Flue: “I’m not used to it. And using your real name as a screen name is actually a reference 
issue. It'd suck to slip up and poison yourself with your own curses.” 

Flue: “Well, anyway, I’m going to poke around here a little more and then get out when the 
going gets rough. Everyone who tries to leave gets hit with some weird curse and comes back 


under mind control, but I'll do a reading to find wherever the curse is thinnest.” 


El-Melloi II: “Sorry. I’m truly grateful that you were already in the city.” 

El-Melloi II: “I managed to make contact with one of the masterminds—the chief of poli- 
ce—and form a temporary alliance, but I was only able to get partial information out of him. 
Based on what he told me, it’s likely that he hasn’t been informed of everything that’s going on 


either. That what makes your objective information so helpful.” 


Flue: “Oh, I just came ‘cause I thought there might be some nice jobs on offer. A mage- 
craft-using mercenary has to be quick on the draw if he wants to keep himself fed. Putting you in 
my debt ended up being the most profitable choice. You're a real lifesaver.” 

Flue: “...Just asking, but there won't be any other Lords heading out here, will there?” 


El-Melloi II: “That won’t happen. Old Rufleus of the School of Spiritualism is currently 


away from the Clock Tower on business, but he isn’t the type to visit the scene in person. Even if 
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something did go wrong over there, he would only shrug that ‘matters have merely reached their 


natural conclusion. Although he does appear to take some interest in Ghostliners.” 


Flue: “Good. It’s enough to know that there won't be any more dangerous people showing 
up in this town. As it is, it’s so full of people in my line of work that I’ve got to be careful not to 
tip my hand.” 

Flue: “Speaking of which, one of my colleagues who’s made a bit of a name for himself in 
Asia is apparently participating as a Master. Well, he’s still a rookie compared to the real experts... 
but he makes up for what he lacks in magical energy with survival skills you wouldn’t believe. 
The guy’s like some kind of puppet. His name’s Sigma. You'd better warn your little student to 


steer clear of him.” 


El-Melloi II: “Thank you for the warning.” 
El-Melloi II: “T already wish that I’d warned Flat more about how dangerous the Holy Grail 
War can be.” 


Flue: “That stings a little, considering I came here hoping to get paid.” 

El-Melloi II: “My apologies. I meant no offense.” 

Flue: “I know, Your Lordship.” 

Flue: “Well, I’ve got a situation I need to deal with here, so I'll be signing off now.” 
Flue: “I got a weird bit of guidance from the stars earlier. I included it in my report.” 


Flue: “I'll be in touch if] find anything out, so remember to adda little extra to my payment.” 


—Flue has logged out. 


Snowfield City Hall 


“Now... Boasting’s all well and good, but things are getting out of hand.” 
Snowfield’s main street was enclosed in a ward to clear the area of people and surging with 


limitless magical energy. 
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A lone man inside city hall shrugged as he surveyed the street, which was the center of Snow- 
field and contained both the city hospital and police station. 

The man, who until a moment before, he had been exchanging words with his “client,” Lord 
El-Melloi II, a Lord of the Clock Tower, in a private online chat room, silently looked up at the 
stars beyond the window. 

Still, Mr. El-Melloi seemed pretty pissed off: 

It was true that he had been unable to detect a curse or anything else expected of a maze in 
amid the strings of letters in the chat room. He had, however, been able to sense a seething anger 
in the man called El-Melloi II. 

Not about the Mystery of magecraft being toyed with. Maybe about the place he called his own 
being defiled? 

Honestly; he acts nothing like a mage, but he goes around revealing other people's magecraft. He's 
probably already got a way to dismantle this messed up ritual worked out in his head. 

“I wouldn’t be scared to go toe-to-toe with him in magecraft, but I'd never want to go up 
against him as a mage. I guess that over-specialization is what makes him one of the Clock 
Tower's top 12.” 

The solidly built man with flowing beard lightly ran his fingers over a kefhyeh that seemed 
out of place in the heart of the city, far from the desert, and dropped his gaze to the deserted 
main street out the window of an empty room of City Hall. 

“Well, I'd better act like a scout while I can still see the stars from this city.” 

His name was Flueger. 

He was a magecraft-using mercenary and astrologer labeled as a “teacher-killer.” 

He had caught wind of this Holy Grail War and come less for direct monetary gain than 
to build a wider network of connection by promoting himself to a wide range of mages. Once 
he had learned that the Scladio Family, infamous even among dabblers in magecraft, was invol- 
ved, however, he had contented himself with observing events. That was then that he had been 
contacted by a familiar Lord from the Clock Tower and immediately accepted his request to 
investigate, 

“It’s true the stars were mixed and I knew it would be high-risk-high-reward, but can the 
reward really be high enough?” 

Flueger sighed, chuckled that it was too late to withdraw, then pulled several knives from a 
pocket and tossed them into the air. 

“Lead me.” 

No sooner had the knives come to a uniform standstill, tracing arcs in the air, than they 


began to actively stab themselves into the floor around Flueger as if each had a will of its own. 
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Despite the stone tiles, the dagger blades sank half their length into the floor. 

Flueger slammed his fist into the center of the magic circle drawn by their points cycled his 
magical energy between the earth and sky. 

“Lead me, now.” 

The daggers slid into motion like shark fins gliding through the floor and then rose, defying 
gravity to float around Flueger once more. Their points wavered like compass needles and then 
began to come to a halt, each pointing in a different direction. 

A few of the daggers, however, continued to spin wildly, like compass needles in a disturbed 
magnetic field, and showed no sign of stopping. 

“Has the number of Heroic Spirits gone down? No...” 

Flueger had just performed magecraft to view the flow of fate through astrology in order to 
determine the direction and distance of Heroic Spirits, which did not naturally belong in this 
world. 

Ifa Heroic Spirit had been eliminated, its corresponding dagger should have simply fallen to 
the floor. And yet, several of the daggers continued to float in the air, spinning energetically, as if 
to deliver the contradictory report that Heroic Spirits existed, but were nowhere. 

“Give me a break. I’m just a scout—I’m not going to intrude on the workings of fate, and 
solving mysteries is that Clock Tower professor's specialty. Still...” 

He looked out the window again. The rays of sunlight that had begun to illuminate the 
street revealed the marks of fresh destruction. 

“What happened here after that?” 

It was as if a disaster had struck the street and nowhere else. Bits of the hospital fence and 
the wreckage of parked cars littered the torn-up asphalt. The pipes must have been damaged, 
because jets of water were gushing from several deep rents in the ground. 

You could say that it wasn’t much damage compared to the crater in the desert, but it was 
obvious that the destruction caused in the center of the populated city would impact the minds 
of its residents more deeply than the wasteland calamity. In fact, they would likely connect it to 
the explosion in the desert and to the other mysterious phenomena. 

The practitioner of magecraft employed as Lord El-Melloi II’s scout, however, was focused 


on a different point. 


He was focused on the fact that, in that wreckage where a fierce battle had almost certainly 
been fought, not a single dead body or drop of blood remained—as if the existence of life itself 
had been swept away. 
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The Clock Tower 


“Are you alright, master?” 

“Yes, nothing’s the matter.” 

Lord El-Melloi I answered his apprentice managing to furrow his brow and look exhausted 
at the same time. 

His apprentice, recognizing that he was only putting up a front and feeling that she ought to 
do something to ease her teacher’s distress, voiced a suggestion. 

“Have you considered contacting Ms. Tosaka? She’s been through a Holy Grail War, so she 
might know some way for Flat to survive.” 

“It won't help. I can advise him from experience myself, and now that the War has changed 
so much, her information, coming from a deep involvement with Fuyuki, could actually prove 
detrimental.” 

“Besides, if I told that lady about this, she might very well go storming off to America. I 
haven’t told Svin or the other alumni either. I can’t knowingly send my students into danger, 
even if they have graduated.” 

El-Melloi II’s hand clutched a cellular phone in place of one of his trademark cigars. He 
placed several calls while speaking with his apprentice, but the person he was calling showed no 
sign of picking up. 

He pictured the face of the person he was calling—the longest-attending of his students 
who had yet to graduate, Flat Escardos—as he grumbled at the phone which had gotten no 


answer in hours. 


“That idiot... If it turns out that he’s just sleeping in, I really will never forgive him.” 
Despite his words, his tone said that he hoped fervently for that to be the case. 


“And in our next story, the hurricane that suddenly developed off the west coast of the United 


States has been given a name not from the usual set list due to its unprecedented behavior...” 


Orlowe: 
“Gold and Lions I” 
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Gold and Lions I 


Several Hours Earlier 


Main Street, near Snowfield Central Hospital 


The sight was like a fantasy. 
Not, however, in the sense of a delightful paradise. It was fantastical in the sense of a battle 


between gods or a vision of Hell. 


Berserker, Jack the Ripper, had transformed into more than two hundred demons. 

Their overwhelming domination, which had slaughtered the three-headed demon dog that 
had belonged to the “true” Archer, who called himself Alkeides, and had seemed poised to 
overwhelm the Heroic Spirit as well... when that power to become a demon—the Spirit Origin 
called a Noble Phantasm—had been completely stolen by Alkeides’ Noble Phantasm “Reincar- 
nation Pandora: Usurper of Heavenly Winds.” 

A Noble Phantasm that stole Noble Phantasms. 

Its power defied reason. With it, Alkeides had acquired grotesque strength. 

He kicked Jack aside and raised his weapon to slaughter the police officers who stood in his way. 

But just then, the other Archer—the first of all heroes, clad in golden armor—appeared. 

The further arrival of Saber, his red-streaked blond hair fluttering, and his party sent the 


situation spiraling into even greater confusion. 


“Well, this is a surprise. Can these ‘Servants’ even be fiends of the pit?” Saber—Richard I, 
“the Lionheart”—asked the dark-haired young man behind him. The situation was obviously 
abnormal and filled with countless sudden deaths if he took even one false step, but Saber was 
unfazed, as if to say that this was where he belonged. 

The dark-haired young man—Sigma, the self-proclaimed Master of “Lancer Chaplin” —who 
was oblivious to the prevailing mood in a different sense from Saber, replied matter-of-factly. 

“T’ve been told that Anti-Heroes may have appeared in the Fuyuki Holy Grail War as well. 
According to my employer, beings like that are sometimes summoned when the conditions are 
right.” 

“Isee. Well, it is capable of summoning fairies, after all. Ifa banshee or something had turned 


up, I'd have liked to take a look at it for old times’ sake, but it appears this isn’t an opponent I 
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can afford to sit back and watch.” 

Saber surveyed the Heroic Spirit who had taken on a demonic appearance, and then glanced 
upward. 

“The same goes for the gaudy one up there.” 


Above them stood a man clad in golden armor who exuded a powerful aura. 


“Know your place, mongrel,” the Heroic Spirit looking down from atop the church’s belfry 


addressed Saber with an air of displeasure. “Who granted you permission to look up at me?” 


Arrogance. 

If one were to put a word to his manner of speech, that would be the natural choice. 

Saber, however, immediately realized that it was not hubris. He was able to understanding 
that the man was saying that he was nevertheless worthy of being granted permission. 

The golden Heroic Spirit stood above him. 

The demonic bowman standing stood in front of him. 

That flashy fellow is an archer too? 

I see. Two archers certainly does mean that this Grail War isn’t normal. 

It appeared that, just as the Lancer he had met in the forest had warned him, this Holy Grail 
War was far from ordinary. 

In spite of which, the knowledge he had received from the Grail pertained to a “proper” 
Holy Grail War. That probably meant something. 

But Richard didn’t have time to consider difficult questions at the moment. 

The golden Heroic Spirit probably far outclassed him. The strength of his Spirit Origin ri- 
valed that of the beautiful Lancer Richard had met in the forest. He could tell at a glance that he 
had no chance of winning if they fought head-on. 

And then there was the grotesque bowman with demon’s horns sprouting from his head, 
with whom he had conversed earlier. He could tell that this Heroic Spirit was likewise so power- 
ful that he had no hope. 

Richard’s Spirit Origin tensed and insistently warned him of danger. The alarm came from 
the fragments who were not quite Heroic Spirits and who accompanied Richard due to his 
Noble Phantasm. 

“Do you want to die for nothing? Retreat before it’s too late,’ Locksley the assassin, Pierre 
the bowman, and the other fragments of Spirit Origins continued to cool-headedly sound the 
alarm. 


He could also sense the Spirit Origins of an indifferent-seeming swordsman and a mage who 
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merely smiled faintly, but Saber himself was focused on the overwhelmingly mighty opponents 
standing before him, his eyes shining. 

“My heart gave me permission. I doubt I could ever look down on you, but I take you for a 
storied Heroic Spirit worth looking up at. A king, judging by your manner. It’s not every day I 
meet someone who merits respect just by standing there. I know my place, and so I give thanks 
that I was able to be here today.” 

“Mongrel. Do you intend to appraise me with such eyes? I have no need of thanks—I have 
not permitted you anything.” 

The golden-armored Heroic Spirit spoke dispassionately, without changing his expression. 

“Be gone at once.” 

At that, the space behind the Heroic Spirit distorted and countless weapons emerged from 
holes in the air. When they moved, it was with the intent to kill Saber, who opened his eyes wide 
in astonishment. 

Like arrows loosed from drawn bows, numerous weapons shrouded in magical energy on 
par with Noble Phantasms fired at the spot where Saber stood. 

Sigma must have sensed the danger in advance, because he had already retreated to an al- 
leyway by the church. 

Saber, left to stand alone, hesitated for a moment, but then spoke as if he had made sense of 
the situation. 

“When you said, ‘be gone; you meant from this world!” 

He drew his own sword with a cheerful grin. 

“Ha ha! What droll fellow!” 

It was a dull-bladed ornamental sword that had adorned the walls of the mansion in the 
wetlands that Sigma had made his base of operations. But as far as Saber was concerned, having 
a grip was enough to make it a fine weapon. 

The sword flashed for an instant and began swatting the weapons launched from behind the 
golden Heroic Spirit out of the air. 

Even so, it was only able to strike down a few of them—a drop in the bucket compared to the 
dozens of Noble Phantasm raining down. 

The golden Heroic Spirit was apparently convinced that that would suffice and had already 
turned his attention back to the monstrous Archer. That demonic-looking Archer, however, turned 
to look at Richard. His expression was indiscernible behind the strange cloth that covered his face. 

Richard’s instincts as a Heroic Spirit immediately alerted him that he was being evaluated 
for some unclear purpose, but he had no time to consider the point. In less than a second, the 


countless weapons were nearly upon him. 
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Richard leapt, swinging his sword once again, and danced into the tiny gap left by the several 
weapons he had knocked aside. He had dodged the onslaught by a hair’s breadth, but the weap- 
ons struck the ground around him, smashing the asphalt. The torn-up earth became a new threat 
to Richard, pouring down on the spot where he stood. 


Richard, however, was no longer there. 


“T see, I see! So, blades as fine as these cause disasters just by sticking in the ground!” Richard 
called out, moving with incredible swiftness and seizing one of the Noble Phantasms lodged in 
the ground—a weapon in the shape of a long sword. “What magnificent workmanship! Just 
holding it makes me feel as if] had an army at my back! I don’t just mean the quantity of magical 
energy it contains; I mean this craftsmanship, this construction, this composition! It’s plain to 
see that even its least decoration is both simple and complete! If each of these arms is the work 
of the planet, they form both the headwaters and the fertile plains! Hey! Listen! This is mar- 
velous! Are all these other weapons as fine?! And you toss them down like they were nothing! 
Where are you maharaja of ? Oh, I tell you frankly and with respect: You are magnificent and I 
envy you!” 

Despite having just evaded an attack that, had it struck him, would certainly have proved 
fatal, Richard’s eyes sparkled like a child’s. His sudden outburst drew bewildered stares from the 
police officers, who were doing their best to keep their distance and regroup. 

The next words out of Richard’s mouth would have seemed like nothing short of suicide to 


anyone who knew the golden Heroic Spirit. 


“Say! Since you have so many... would you mind giving me a few?” 


Inside the church 


“How can he smile in a situation like that?” 

Snowfield’s largest church stood across the street from the hospital. In one corner of it, a 
woman muttered, drawing in her breath. 

“And?” A somber man’s voice echoed from behind her. “Judging by your gaze, miss...may I 
presume that you are that Saber’s Master?” 

The words of the priest dispatched by the Holy Church to oversee this Holy Grail War, 
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Hansa Cervantes, caused the blonde woman who had been peering out the window, Ayaka Sajo, 
to glance briefly in his direction and then shake her head. 

“[’m...not a Master.” 

“Oh? But I sense a path of magical energy linking you. Aren’t you here in this church to seek 
sanctuary?” 

“No. Ionly came because Saber said this would be the safest place nearby.” 

Ayaka spoke brusquely, but with the bare minimum of courtesy for the priest’s station. 

Hansa was not especially put out and joined her in looking out the window at the street as 
he continued. 

“Good grief. This is supposed to be a shelter. I can’t have people treating it like a watchtower 
ora trench. Oh well, it’s not a big deal. Using whatever you can is what war’s all about. Especially 
wars between mages.” 

Hansa shifted his attention slightly upward and let out an aggrieved sigh. 

“Tt looks like a Heroic Spirit’s gotten up on the roof. Honestly, what does he think this sa- 


cred church is?” 


“T took you for a mere fly, but I see you are a shameless beggar.” 

The Heroic Spirit on the church roof appeared to take an interest in Richard for the first 
time. He turned not just his gaze, but his head to face him. 

The golden Heroic Spirit looked down with less anger than pity in his eyes. Richard conti- 
nued unperturbed. 

“I suppose it was rude to ask you to give them to me! I would love to buy them, if I can afford 
their price!” 

Richard persisted in speaking casually to the golden Heroic Spirit. 

“But having laid eyes on such treasures, I can’t suppress the feelings they inspire in me! I'd 
run into battle with as many of them as I can carry if I could! I assume, given your preemptive 
strike, that we're already at war, but for such fine pieces, I want to do things properly no matter 
the circumstances! I'd like to borrow these weapons as I please while we fight! How does that 
sound to you?” 

“You have some nerve to joke like that while laying your hands on them so casually, mon- 
grel!” The golden Archer scowled. “Still, it seems you have eyes to appreciate fine workmanship 
before letting glitter cloud your mind. As a reward, I shall permit you to stain my treasures with 


your blood. Receive it gladly.” 
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By the time he finished speaking, he had already taken action and launched dozens more 
weapons out of thin air. They rained mercilessly down on Richard, who held both the new 
sword he had taken and the one he had come with. 

They were slightly faster and more numerous than the previous attack. 

Richard weaved between the weapons, planting his feet on the chunks of rubble they flung 
up and using them as stepping stones to leap high into the air. 

“Since I’m risking my life for this joke, I'd like another favor from you!” 

Then, twirling like an acrobat, he unleashed a weighty series of strikes. 

“What I want isn’t blood on your weapons.” 

“Oh-ho...” 

“Tt’s to leave just a little scratch on your magnificent armor.” 

Evading the oncoming swarm of deadly blows, Richard changed direction in midair. 

He completely changed course without a stepping stone of any kind. 

Although he must have been under considerable strain, he contorted his body still further, 
adding the force of his rotation to make his sword reach the golden Heroic Spirit. 

Seeing that, the scowling Heroic Spirit drew the sword in his own hand. 

“So, you, a mere gladiator, weave magecraft!” 

The golden Heroic Spirit parried the nearly-surprise attack and dropped to the roof one 
level below the belfry, glaring at Richard, who held one of his treasures. 

He did not shout angrily or lose his composure; his tone remained one of rebuke for a lack 
of courtesy. 

“No, that wasn’t me.” 

Richard judged that he was still unable to so much as bring the golden Heroic Spirit down 
into his arena and readied his swords again, grinning provocatively up at his opponent. 

“Tt’s a little joke my retinue played on you.” 


*hies fast. 

The grotesque bowman, Alkeides, kept his distance and observed the new contender’s capa- 
bilities with a cool gaze that belied his wild appearance. 

His dexterity was probably about on par with the Amazon Rider’s on horseback. 

Alkeides could sense no divinity from him, which told him that the Heroic Spirit had been 
formed as a pure human. 


His speed, however, surpassed human limitations and the magical energy that swirled 
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around him was shrouded in a strange magical energy that was neither human nor divine. 

He isn't strong enough to make my blood run cold. But purely in terms of speed, he may out- 
match me. Depending on his Noble Phantasm, he merits caution. 

Alkeides then recalled the power, similar to magical energy, that surged from Saber’s body. 

It was like...the Naiads that abducted my attendant Hylas... 

He was on the verge of dredging up memories of the time he had left the Argonauts from the 
depths of his Spirit Origin when he was forced to abandon that train of thought. 

The police officers around him had gotten back into formation and were showing signs of 
resuming their assault on him. 

“Humph... I must apologize for focusing on other enemies during our confrontation.” 

“..You have no intention of withdrawing?” One of the officers asked. 

Alkeides shook his head. 

“Just as you have those you must protect, I have things I must steal. There is no need for us to 
understand each other. If anyone could find common ground with my intentions, such a villain 
would also be my enemy.” 

He would vanquish those who opposed him. 

Those who made peace with him he would also destroy. 

It sounded unreasonable in the extreme, but Alkeides continued as if to test the officers. 

“What I am going to do is to slaughter a child unable to comprehend my reasons. Once I 
have done that, I will have no business with you. Will any of you forsake a child to save your own 


skins 2” 


He gripped his bow as he posed the question. 

He did not draw the string. He merely gripped it. 

Even so, if he were to suddenly swing his bow, casualties would result. 

The quality of the Noble Phantasms the police officers held didn’t matter. 

The Heroic Spirit standing before them was beyond such distinctions. 

All of their legs were shaking, but still, in spite of that, they did not flee. They did not even 
look away. 

They were not unafraid. Some of them were holding back tears and chattering teeth. If this 
had been a normal mission, they would have called a temporary retreat. 

But they understood. 

If they retreated here, it would be the end. 

There would be no heavily armed riot squad or National Guard coming to deal with the 


vicious criminal. Even if there were, they would never be more capable of facing him than they, 
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armed with Noble Phantasms, already were. 

They were the best. 

They were there because they were the best pawns that the police, as an organization, had to 
offer. 

They couldn’t say whether that was a suggestion that their chief had implanted in them or 
routine that had seeped into them as autosuggestion. They, who were registered as Clan Calatin, 


had only their chief’s assurance. 
“You are justice.” 


Just those words without anything to support them. 

But to those who believed them, those words were a spell, or perhaps a blessing, that bound 
action and fate. 

And the one most bound by those words was a young officer who stood on the battlefield 
despite the loss of his right arm. 


Orlando Reeve, chief of the Snowfield Police Department, was one of the managers—or 
one might say the masterminds—of the “Fake Holy Grail War.” 

As far as the ordinary citizens were concerned, one of his subordinates, John Wingard, could 
have been called the ideal police officer. 

When he had been barely old enough to understand what was happening, he had seen his 
mother’s death on TV. 

John’s father had quickly turned it off to shield his son from that flame-shrouded scene, but 
that instant of fire had been indelibly engraved in John’s mind. 

His mother had been a police officer who had received numerous commendations for her 
achievements. He remembered that his generally unemotional father had told young John about 
his mother as bedtime stories to stop his crying. 

When he thought back on it, it may have been a kind of curse. 

Since then, John had been chasing the shadow of the mother he barely remembered. 


He hadn’t been told that his father was a mage, even by the time he joined the police force. 


John was a third son and his oldest brother was to be the next head of the family, so as a mage 
he had only been regarded as his brother’s spare. 
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His father had apparently concealed his true identity even from John’s mother, but it seemed 
that higher-ups in the United States government, or rather certain departments that dealt with 
the field of magecraft, had been aware of his existence. 

When it came to dealing with Mystery, no nation, no matter how powerful, could help 
lagging behind the Holy Church and the Mages Association. 

It was in that context that John had been summoned to a certain police facility and infor- 
med of his origins. His father had apparently already agreed. John had been sold to the state on 
the condition that his father, who was estranged from the Mages Association, would receive the 
government's financial backing. 

John had been confused, but the instant he actually performed magecraft himself, his skep- 
ticism vanished and he had been forced to accept the reality. 

He had felt fear. 

If this power really existed, then just how many cases had it been used to cover up? How 
many unsolved cases involved magecraft? How many innocent people had been wrongly con- 
victed due to false information? 

He could understand the concept of concealing Mystery. He could not, however, unders- 
tand the concept of sacrificing others to do so. 

For mages, it was a matter of course, but John had been raised as an ordinary person. In the 
midst of his anger at the unreasonable nature of mage society, Orlando Reeve had spoken to 
him. 

“When heretics commit outrages, it takes other heretics to keep them in line.” 

John, having been headhunted by Orlando and assigned to a unit under his direct com- 
mand, was transferred to Snowfield, where he learned a shocking truth. 

“This city is going to become a battlefield for mages. Now that the government has taken 
action, there’s no way to stop that. 

“We could fight the government, but that wouldn't even be recklessness; it would be folly. 

“That being the case, our duty is to continue to maintain order while it happens. We need to 
proof to all mages that here, the border with the world of magecraft is guarded. 

“Never forget: if we fail, at worst eight hundred thousand people will be sacrificed.” 

He did not agree with everything the chief said. 

He had even made attempts to get that plan abandoned, sure that no government could be 
so cruel. 

The more he learned about the plan, however, the more he understood that no individual 
effort could possibly change anything in time. He came to believe that the course the chief pro- 


posed was the most rational. 
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They would take control of the course of the Holy Grail War and suppress the situation before 
harm came to ordinary citizens. 

John believed that if they could do that, it would stand as proof. 

If they had the power to overcome Heroic Spirits, the ultimate familiars, then they would 
become a major check against mages just by continuing to be there. 

John did not understand that the monsters called mages would never stop for that sort of 
common sense. To mages, who would treat even their own lives as pawns in order to reach the 
Origin, a “check” that consisted only of great strength was just a fine subject for observation. 

Not having been brought up as a mage, John could not even comprehend the cunning wiles 
that the Mages Association and the Holy Church, custodians of Mystery in the true sense, emplo- 
yed to spread their roots throughout the world. 

And there was one more thing he had not understood. 

No matter how spectacular a weapon he had, no matter how he honed his magecraft, mind, 
and body...there were horrifying monsters out there that would return it all to nothing. 

The moment John realized that was the moment that the monster commonly known as a 
“Dead Apostle” that called itself Jester Karture had taken his right arm. 


He had lost his arm completely when it had been “eaten” by the hematophage that called 
itself a Dead Apostle during the assault on the police station the day before. But because his 
supporter, Caster—Alexandre Dumas—had provided him with a new prosthetic arm, the chief 
of police had reluctantly permitted his return to active duty. 

He had only been permitted to return as support for the other members of Clan Calatin 
and not to stand on the front lines...but they had quickly lost the ability to maintain a formation 
with any distinction between front and rear lines. Half of the nearly thirty police officers armed 
with Noble Phantasms had sustained injuries and were unable to move normally. It was the most 
the remaining members could do to maintain any kind of formation at all and were in no condi- 


tion to put up a proper fight on their own now that Jack the Ripper had retreated. 


They had also not anticipated another Heroic Spirit they had obtained information about in 
advance, Gilgamesh the King of Heroes, joining the fray. 

He was currently engaged in combat with the newly arrived Saber, but the King of Heroes’ 
fighting style was both bizarre and straightforward. He forced his opponents to surrender their 
lives through the force of overwhelming quantity. They had heard about his indiscriminately 
firing Noble Phantasms, but now that they actually saw it, they could do nothing but dumbly let 


the scene burn itself into their eyes. 
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John even wondered for a moment if they were only confronting the grotesque bowman in 
order to avoid facing the reality of the King of Heroes’ power, but the Heroic Spirit in front of 


them was no less dangerous, so he abandoned the comparison as meaningless. 


“What I am going to do is to slaughter a child unable to comprehend my reasons. Once I 
have done that, I will have no business with you. Will any of you forsake a child to save your own 
skins?” The bowman before them asked solemnly. 

They had no obligation to answer him...but John opened his mouth before he knew what 
he was doing. 

“If there were, I wouldn't laugh and I wouldn't be disappointed, either. But that doesn’t 
mean I can let you through.” 

“Oh? You won't run, then?” 

“If I were keeping my cool and thinking ahead, I'd want to run. I doubt I'll be able to beat 
you no matter what I do... But I’m afraid of abandoning a kid in exchange for a future and a cool 
head.” 

After hearing that answer and scrutinizing John for a moment, however, the grotesque bow- 
man made a strange pronouncement. 

“You have courage, son of man. I would not call you foolhardy. For that, I pity you.” 

“ 

“No...” The bowman said to the bewildered John. “It’s none of your concern.” 

The next instant, the bowman was standing right in front of John. 

“Whaa...?” 

The movement appeared instantaneous, but it was achieved not through speed due to phy- 
sical strength, but by moving in a gap in their attention. 

The movement testified to the fact that the grotesque bowman did not rely solely on physi- 
cal strength, but was also possessed of skill achieved through superhuman training. John, howe- 
ver, did not despair at it. 


He had no time to appreciate the difference in power before the massive bow struck his neck. 
Then, before he even knew what had happened to him, and before he had a chance to prove 
that he could fight with the prosthetic arm Dumas had given him...John Wingard was sent flying 


with a broken neck and smashed into the hospital's glass entrance door with a loud crash. 
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Even as a pitiable police officer was about to lose his life, the duel between Richard and the 
golden Archer continued to unfold on the roof of the church. 

The golden Heroic Spirit kept up a relentless series of attacks while still managing to appear 
unruffled. He, nevertheless, shot the occasional inquisitive glance at Richard, who continued to 
dodge his assault, and posed a question to him without dropping his haughty demeanor. 

“Mongrel, I permit you to answer my questions.” 

“I’m honored.” 

He slackened his attacks, but there was no complacency or conceit in his opponent’s eyes. 

Richard could see plainly that taking advantage of the opportunity to charge in would only 
lead to his taking the brunt of a heavy counterattack. He therefore decided to halt for the mo- 
ment and listen to what his opponent had to say. 

“You've scraped through a similar predicament before, haven’t you? I can tell by the way you 
dodge.” 

“Yes,” Richard answered with a shrug, “I went through the same thing yesterday. It was all 
the other side up, though.” 

“What became of your opponent?” 

“We made friends. Our Masters—well, contractors—seemed to get along too.” 

Richard corrected himself in deference to Ayaka denying being his Master, but that did not 
seem to make much difference to his opponent, who showed no particular reaction to it. Ri- 
chard failed to notice, however, that the golden Heroic Spirit’s eyelids twitched in surprise at the 
words “we made friends.” Even so, he could tell that his mood had changed. 

Until then, he had been “eliminating an insolent pest.” Now, however, his animosity had 
lessened and a different mood was filling the area in its place. It was an atmosphere that Richard 
had surrounded himself with in life, but that fact was lost on his present self. 

“I see... They may be my friend, but they are as soft on others as ever.” 

The golden Heroic Spirit spoke with a wry smile. His words puzzled Richard, who had a bad 
a feeling about what was coming. 

“What?” 

“My friend.” I've heard this somewhere before. 

One day earlier, to be precise. When he had proposed an alliance to the Heroic Spirit he had 
met in the vast forest. 

“You see, that one best friend of mine is rather hard to please. Whenever I try to make 
friends or form an alliance with someone, he says, ‘I shall test you to see if you are worthy of my 
friend; or something like that and chases them off with unreasonable demands.” 


Then, Richard noticed that, unlike earlier, all the space around him had begun to distort. 
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Oh, this looks like I'm going to die, doesn’t it? 

Surrounded on all sides by the Noble-Phantasm-launching distortions, Richard sensed “death” 
with every inch of his body. 

The golden hero addressed him just as the Lancer Richard had met in the forest had said he 
would. 

“T shall test you to see if you are worthy of my friend.” 

“Hey now, just because someone might take your friend doesn't...” 

Richard began to crack a joke, but cut himself short. 

He was not unperceptive. One look at the golden hero's expression was enough to tell him 
that his opponent could not be motivated by simple covetousness, jealously, or any other vulgar 
emotion. 

“Please forget I said that. It was immature of me.” 

“You did well to stop yourself. You have my compliments. If you had finished that sentence, 
I would have struck off your head and ended this without even bothering to test you.” 

Then, the golden hero addressed Richard not as a king, nor as a warrior, nor as a Heroic 
Spirit, but as a judge. 

“Circumstances have changed. Mongrel, I acknowledge you not as riffraff, but as a ‘seeker’ 


worthy of my trial. If you survive, you will be my friend’s ally and my certain ‘enemy. 


“Should that time come, I will permit you to leave your blood on my treasures again, this 


time as a ‘person. Consider yourself honored.” 


Click, clack, clatter. 
Clusters of little sounds wandered through the man’s darkness. 


Whispering voices mixed with the sounds of hard objects colliding faintly vibrated John’s 
eardrums. 

The metallic sounds, which refused to stop even while the voices spoke, sounded rough, but 
to John they seemed to have a musical elegance. 

“Where am I...2” 
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He slowly raised himself. 

Strangely, he felt no pain, but all his other sensations were hazy. Only smell tickled his 
mind—an appetizing scent that included the aromas of fruit liqueur and toasting butter. 

Then John realized that he was in a restaurant. Warm, orange light filled the air, but it was 
not electric light; it was the glow of candle flames. 

John could see a single man sitting at the enormous long table illuminated by that glow, 
surrounded by stunningly beautiful women who chatted amiably and occasionally refilled the 
man’s glass. 

“Um...1..” 

When John tried to speak to the people around the table, the man elegantly wiped his mou- 
th with a napkin and then leisurely turned to face him. 

“Hey there. I see you're up.” 

“What...? Mr. Du—Caster?!” 

It was Alexandre Dumas, the Caster who had made a contract with the chief of police and 
who was well known to John and the other members of Clan Calatin. Only his hair stuck up 
more and he seemed a little larger than when John had met him in his workshop. 

“Um, what am I doing here...? Where’s everyone else?” 

At that point, John realized that Dumas was not looking at him. 

“Huh?” 

John tried to touch a candlestick, but his hand passed right through it. And that was not 
all—a beautiful woman carrying food walked right through him like a ghost. At that, John rea- 
lized that he did not exist in that place. 

His brief training as a mage must have borne fruit, because he recognized that this was no 
ordinary dream, but something of mystical significance. 

“Relax. This is a restaurant. It’s kinda high-class, though, so try not to make a scene. Friend 
or foe, I suggest you listen to what I’ve got to say for now.’ 

At first it seemed like Dumas was speaking to John, but his words were actually directed at 
someone standing behind and a little to the side of him. 

John was still confused, but he steeled himself and slowly turned to look behind him. 

And there...stood a single wounded man. 

Part of his body was wrapped in bandages, stained here and there by oozing blood. But both 
the white of the bandages and the dark red of the freshly dried blood were quickly wiped from 


his impression of the man. 


Black. 
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The blackness of the man’s coat seemed to express the color of his soul. 

His skin was pale to the point of being sickly and his hair was far from dark. He must have 
been caught up in some serious trouble, because while John caught glimpses of fine clothes such 
as a nobleman might wear under his coat, the coat itself looked scorched all over. Still, John 
could not help feeling that the blackness of that coat was the man’s true nature. 

While John hesitated, the man in the black coat continued to glare warily at Dumas without 
uttering a word. 

Dumas, perhaps sensing the man’s bloodlust, shrugged and waved a hand. 

“Oh, I take that back. I’m not a fan of getting killed, so let me make it clear that ’'m not 
your enemy. If I were, you'd be ona ship to Hell by now. Am I wrong? Actually, considering the 
‘enemies’ you took on, youd be lucky if a trip to Hell was the worst you got.” 

Dumas picked up a nearby pitcher of water and poured it into a glass as he continued. 

“Anyway, have a drink. If you need someone to taste it for poison, I'll do the honors.” 

At that, the pitch-black man addressed Dumas without relaxing his guard. 

“Who are you...? Do you...know about me...?” 

“Yeah, you could say that. I’m not directly involved, but I happened to find out about you. 
About what you've managed to get done and about what you're trying to do now.” 

At that, the dark man slowly rose to his feet, warier than ever. Dumas held out the glass of 
water to him and nodded at the seat across the table, as if testing him. 

“Have a seat. A count shouldn’t be standing around like that.” 

“Oh, or would you rather I call you something else?” 

Then, Dumas uttered a proper name that was both the other man’s outer surface and his 
innermost core. 


“Edmond Dantés. Nice name. It'd look great in print, you know? 


“Although ‘Le Comte de Monte-Cristo’ would make a better title for a novel.” 
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Central Snowfield 


“A trial, is it?” Richard asked the man standing on the roof with him as he readied his sword. 

“T see. I thought you were an Archer, but are you perhaps of the Ruler Class?” 

Richard, drawing on the knowledge bestowed on him by the Grail, mentioned an Extra 
Class. 

The golden Heroic Spirit, however, laughed scornfully. 

“Fool. A Ruler in a Holy Grail War is merely an impartial scale that judges by the world’s 
standards. There is nothing impartial about my judgments. The path I have walked and the wealth 
I have piled in my treasury are the scales that will judge you.” 

Faced with a Heroic Spirit who ostentatiously declared that he was the rules, Richard grin- 
ned cheerfully and nodded. 

“A fool, am I? I get that a lot.” 

Richard sighed, resting his sword on his shoulder and glancing down at the road. 

“Tonly came here in the first place because I heard that the guards who defend this city were 
going to investigate a Heroic Spirit spreading a mysterious plague and thought I might be able 
to do something to help. I suppose that encounters in the Holy Grail War do naturally lead to 
fighting.” 

“Do not dissemble, mongrel,” the golden Heroic Spirit laughed scornfully. “What do you 


have to lament? You are enjoying this situation more than anyone.” 


Richard flashed a fearless grin by way of an answer and posed a question of his own to the 
golden Heroic Spirit. 

“You know...your friend called that plague the ‘black curse” Those guards have assembled 
to do something about it, am I right? Are you certain you don’t want to help them? We could 
always form an alliance.” 

Richard, who insisted on calling the police officers “guards,” recalled what his ally Lancer 
had told him—that “if the curse and mud mix,’ it would be “a disaster” —while he waited for an 
answer. 

The golden Heroic Spirit, however, kept his arms folded and his eyes fixed on Richard. 

“That impertinent spell? I will blast it away when it shows itself. Nothing you do will alter 
that outcome. It is making itself'a bit of a nuisance, but executing the source of the curse will put 
an end to that.” 


“Tsee. It’s true that I’ve only just arrived and don’t fully grasp the situation, but it sounds like 
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your ‘trial’ will take everything I’ve got.” 

Richard cracked his neck and inquired about his current predicament. 

“Tt’s not just my life on the scales; it’s my whole past and future all taken together. Isn’t that 
right?” 

“Enough chatter. Are you a fool who needs everything spelled out for him?” 

Richard watched the golden Servant make this unreasonable declaration with a wry grin. 

“I see. I can accept that. So, this is already a battlefield with survival on the line.” 


Then, as he spoke his next words, the Lionheart sprang into action. 
“The pact is made. I'll take the words we just exchanged for war cries...and launch my invasion.” 


The instant he stepped forward, the distortions in the air around him began to shine. Then, 
as if all the stars that blanketed the night sky had fallen, innumerable Noble Phantasms rained 
down on Snowfield. 

Richard leapt to the roof of the building next door to the church as “judgment” closed in on 
him from all sides. It was both an infinite series of blows and a never-ending single strike. Death 
closing in from every direction with no end in sight. 

But Richard was nota beast to simply let himself be hunted. He was, after all, a Heroic Spirit 
who had manifested in the Saber Class, said to be the “best” of the seven. 

Faced with the trial of the unfathomable golden Heroic Spirit, Richard began to unleash his 
own power as a hero with the Spirit Origin of a king. 

The rain of Noble Phantasms poured down, some fast and some slow. Richard leapt on the 
roof as he wove his way between them. 

Onrushing Noble Phantasms. 

Richard kicked one of the weapons and twisted his body, dodging the flurry of blows that 
followed by a hair’s breadth. 

His movements were too rough to be called acrobatics and too elegant to be called combat. 
He charged into the center of the oncoming blows, any one of which would prove fatal if it 
struck him, and as he had just declared, used his overwhelming speed to launch an invasion of 
that territory of death. 

Richard readied the sword in his hand while contorting his body and slashed upward into 
the air with all his might. The radiance that overflowed from the arc of his swing scythed through 
the onrushing blades and created a new path for him to launch his own attack. 

Eyen so, one wrong move would still cost him his life. 


He walked that fine line between life and death with superhuman speed and muttered, not 
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to anyone, but to encourage himself. 
“T may not have many qualities that can match yours.” 


It was almost like a contract with himself. 
“But... 


“When it comes to speed, I’m more than your match.” 


Crystal Hill casino hotel, top floor 


Tine Chelk. 

The Master of Gilgamesh, the King of Heroes, and also a girl who paid him heartfelt homage. 

She was a priestess who had been “made” over generations to avenge her people. 

The Protectors of the Land, who had inherited power in a long, unbroken succession wi- 
thout belonging to the Church. Pressure from both inside and outside the world of magecraft, 
brought to bear on them by countless mages and a clique of people in power, had forced them 
to their knees. In order to one day reclaim the land, they literally offered themselves to the land 
that had continued to protect them. 

They etched Magic Crests into the bodies of their newborn children. 

Through those designs, etched using principles slightly different from those of Western ma- 
gecraft, they forcibly linked their Magic Circuits to the land’s leylines and raised them as mysti- 
cal “catalysts.” 


It was a wish. 

It was a miracle. 
It was a cry. 

It was a circuit. 
It was a sacrifice. 


It was...a densely packed curse distilled from tens of thousands of lives. 


The actions of the mages who managed the land was synonymous with making a contract 


with the land. An extremely simple, pure curse called a contract. 
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If they ventured beyond the reach of the land’s leylines, they would die. 

In exchange, by assimilating the land’s leylines with their own lives, they were able to wield 
powerful magecraft with the greatest efficiency, even without an incantation. 

They forced the land to enlarge their Magic Circuits and passed them on to their children. 

Even Tine Chelk had been born as a sacrifice to the next generation, a mechanism to pass on 
her genes and Crest to a successor after undergoing that suffering. 

She had twelve older brothers and nine older sisters, but they had all been taken into the 
land. 

After sacrifices to assimilate her human Magic Circuits with the land’s leylines, Tine’s body 
had at last acquired an ability to wield magecraft that surpassed her father’s. She had been fated 
to do the same thing to promising children of the next generation, whether they were sons or 
daughters...but the Holy Grail War had derailed that fate. 

The reason mages had stolen the land from Tine’s ancestors. 

The plunderers were on the verge of realizing their dearest wish. 

The Protectors of the Land had elevated Tine and begun to train her in combat magecraft 
and information about the Holy Grail War. 

All in order to make Tine Chelk a Master in the Holy Grail War. 

It was a fact that they revered her as their chief. Some opposed it, but they were a minority 
within the tribe. 

At the same time, they understood that while she was a chief to be respected, the girl was also 
a sacrifice who would use up her life to achieve their goal—that she was a catalyst they must use 
up in order to carry out “the reclamation of the land,” the curse of a people. 

But she was not a miserable puppet led on by her people. She had faced this Holy Grail War 
prepared to expend her own life. Even if she was being controlled, not by the will of her people, 
but by her inherited destiny itself. 

Since she was very young, Tine Chelk had accepted that she would live as a curse against the 


usurper mages. 


But now Tine could do nothing but open her eyes wide and burn that scene into her memory. 

Noble Phantasms rained down like meteors. 

The weapons continued to slice through the unfeeling air, each and every one shrouded in 
Mana reminiscent of the Age of the Gods. 

Tine was using a far-seeing spell to observe events on the ground from the top floor of the 
casino hotel Crystal Hill. Enhancing her eyesight with magecraft and looking down from the 
top floor directly would likely have sufficed, but her disposition as a person and her ability as 
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a mage to sense danger, as well as the instincts of her species awakened through the path that 
linked her to a Heroic Spirit as a Master all rejected the idea of looking down on her Heroic 
Spirit— Gilgamesh, the King of Heroes—from on high. 

If she were a seasoned mage, she would have looked down at him without hesitation. She 
would likely have incurred the King of Heroes’ extreme displeasure by doing so, but that was 
another matter. 

She wondered if even watching him through a familiar might be disrespectful, but he had 
tolerated her observing his battle with Enkidu from a distance, so she judged that it fell short of 
the line she must not cross. 

Just as I would expect of Lord Gilgamesh. That other Archer is certainly a formidable enemy, but 
I'm sure Lord Gilgamesh is even more powerful. That poor Saber must already be... 

Then, Tine gasped. In the image she saw through her far-seeing spell...Saber was still alive. In 
fact, he was beginning to counter the King of Heroes’ offensive. 

“Who on Earth...is that Heroic Spirit...2” 

Saber. 

The class said to be the best in the Holy Grail War. 

According to Tine’s subordinates’ investigation, based on the relic that had been brought 
as a catalyst, it was conjectured that the mastermind faction likely intended to summon King 
Arthur. She had also received information that the Kuruoka mages, who had likewise thrown 
their lot in with the masterminds, had brought a relic related to Qin Shihuangdi from mainland 
China, but she could not predict what class he would manifest as. 

Nevertheless, Tine had had no intention of stealing either catalyst. 

Relics brought by the mages masterminding the Grail War would not be easy to take. Be- 
sides, the moment Tine had learned that someone had set foot on that land with a catalyst of 
Gilgamesh, she had made up her mind that the Servant she should summon and the king she 
should serve was none other than the King of Heroes, rumored to be the origin of all kings. 

Even after witnessing extraordinary Servants such as that other Archer—the man who called 
himself Alkeides—and the horsewoman who called herself queen of the Amazons, Tine had 
no doubt that the King of Heroes would win through to the end. That was how exalted, proud 
and filled with a royalty that would make everything and everyone bend to its will the magical 
energy she could sense through the path that connected them was. 

That Lancer who the King of Heroes called his “friend” was probably the only one who 
could challenge him. In which case, she had thought, all those who stood in his way before that 
final encounter were destined to be swept aside. 


She had dismissed information such as Saber being the “best” Class as merely rough approxi- 
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mations, and yet... 

“So fast... 

Tine Chelk was forced to realize that, as the Saber Class was hailed as the best, every Saber 
must have something “extraordinary” about them. 

She did not know whether this was King Arthur, as she had conjectured, or some entirely 
different Heroic Spirit. Even going by what she could see of Saber through her far-seeing spell, 
his Spirit Origin did not seem to be a match for the King of Heroes or Alkeides. It struck her 
as being on the same level as the Amazon queen who had called herself Hippolyte or perhaps a 
little higher. 

And yet, that Saber was still alive in the midst of a fierce onslaught from Gilgamesh’s Gate 
of Babylon. He was not countering every blow like the Lancer Gilgamesh called his friend, nor 
was he taking every blow like Alkeides, who was currently facing the police officers—Saber was 
continuing to evade the entire rain of weapons. He occasionally made the sword in his hand 
shine and struck away a few Noble Phantasms, but he kept those attacks to the bare minimum 
necessary. 

If he was only running away, Tine could have understood it, but the strangest thing about 
that Saber’s actions was that they seemed clearly to be an “offensive,” not a retreat. 

“Tt can’t be...” 

Sweat ran down Tine’s brow as she watched Saber gradually closing in on Gilgamesh. 


“He’s still...getting faster...?” 


The plaza behind the church 


The boy hiding in the shadow of the plaza’s trees, Flat Escardos, watched the offense and 
defense being performed atop the church and the adjacent buildings and shouted: 

“Wow... That gold guy’s attacks are cheating, but that guy who’s dodging them is almost as 
bad! It’s like he’s doing an action game dodge infinitely and canceling every move he makes!” 

“Your similes are always...so crass...” 

The telepathic grumbling came from Flat’s Servant, Jack the Ripper, who had reverted to the 
form of a watch. 

Jack, a Berserker who had made a contract with Flat, had been robbed of a Noble Phantasm 
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that it would be no exaggeration to call half of his Spirit Origin by Alkeides and sustained ex- 
traordinary damage as a result. For that reason, he had transformed into an inanimate object to 
minimize Magical Energy consumption, but... 

“Now, shall we take action as well?” 

“But will you really be all right, Ja—Berserker?” 

“Even if I retreat, you'll find some excuse to go and help the police on your own, won't you? 
Our acquaintance has been short, but I’ve gotten a fairly good idea of how you act.” 

“Oh man... Do I seem like that kind of hero?” Flat sounded embarrassed. 

“You probably aren't,” the wristwatch Heroic Spirit replied telepathically. “But, concepts 
of good and evil aside, your professor tries to finish what he starts, doesn’t he? As his student, I 
expect you'll follow his example.” 

“.You ve got me there, Jack. Can you read my mind?” 

“I would have to be awfully unperceptive to miss that. You're not foolish enough to charge 
in without a plan, but there’s a good chance your plan would be the height of foolishness. I'll 
have to guide you.” 

“Don't worry, I plan on going home alive! I’ve got to show you off to everybody, after all!” 

“Couldn’t you come up with a better reason?” 

Jack enjoyed the absurd exchange, but it was like an injured person keeping up a conversa- 
tion to keep their mind off the pain. 

“Well, it doesn’t matter. I know you're better suited to support than to rough and tumble 
work. I'll focus on supporting you while you support the others.” 

“I guess you're right.” 

Flat deliberately did not ask if Jack could still fight. It was obvious to him that Jack was seve- 
rely weakened. Being robbed of the concept called a Noble Phantasm had seriously destabilized 
his Spirit Origin. 

Instead, he asked a different question. 

“If we beat that guy, will your Spirit Origin go back to how it was?” 

“Don’t ask questions you already know the answers to. You can see it, can’t you?” 

“Yes. From what I can see, the Spirit Origins have already completely fused... It’s like they’re 
melting together in some kind of super creepy mud-like stuff... I wonder what it is...” 

“Yes. Even if we destroy that thing, that power probably won't return to me. Not unless I’m 
destroyed and re-summoned from the Throne.” 

“But,” Flat answered dejectedly, “that Ja—Berserker would have his memories and everything 
reset. He wouldn’t be the same person as you, would he?” 


“I don’t mind if you call me Jack now. After revealing my Noble Phantasms and saying what 
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I did, my true name must be an open secret now... My memories may be recorded in the Throne, 
but as long as he’s summoned as a piece in the Holy Grail War, another me won’t share them. 
Although it might be different under particular—or should I say abnormal—conditions.” 

“Yes, I know. The professor still wants to see someone again in spite of that, but...” 

“Oh, yes... Your teacher is a veteran of the Holy Grail War, isn’t he?” 

The pair continued to converse as if nothing was out of the ordinary despite the golden 
Heroic Spirit’s Noble Phantasms flying through the air within eyesight. Perhaps it was Flat’s 
natural disposition, or perhaps he was being considerate of Jack. Jack himself had realized that 
his Spirit Origin itself might be in jeopardy if he did not maintain his sanity by continuing the 
conversation. 

“Still, we can’t just stand here twiddling our thumbs. If we aren’t going to retreat, then we 
have to do something to stop that Heroic-Spirit-turned-demon.” 

“Tt would be nice if he clashed with that gold guy and went off somewhere, but...” 

“That golden Archer is the enemy your teacher warned you to steer clear of. Now I unders- 
tand why. He’s a disaster to everyone equally. We'll have to act covertly.” 

The pair considered how to make their rapid comeback and support the police unit. 

That said, they hardly had time to think it out properly. Not only did they not know when 
a stray projectile from the battle between Archer and Saber unfolding above them would fly in 
their direction, it also did not seem likely that the police force could hold out long against the 
Heroic Spirit they were facing. 

“What about using another Command Spell to boost you and secure the girl in the hospi- 
tal?” 

“According to the information from the chief of police, that girl’s brain is affected by an 
unknown illness. I can’t approve of dragging her out of there without police support. The risk of 
other people becoming infected is supposed to be low, but if we drag the girl out without police 
support, her body may not hold up. Besides, we assumed we'd be bringing her to the church, but 
look at the state of it now.” 

Flat looked at the church with the golden Archer standing imposingly on its roof. 

“What about isolating her with a ward or something and making her invisible, then? I lear- 
ned a lot of different patterns for concealment when I went to a tomb or something with the 
Professor a little while back!” 

“In that case, that bowman who stole my power will probably blow away the whole hospital. 
That would probably be a piece of cake for that Heroic Spirit... Wait.” 

“What?” 


“Someone's here.” 
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Jack halted the conversation to give Flat a warning. 

Flat shifted his attention to his surroundings and found that a figure had drawn near to the 
trees they were hiding under. The instant Flat, who had been ritually registered as a Master, laid 
eyes on that figure, he knew that it was a being that, like Jack, had materialized as a Heroic Spirit. 
At the same time, he also realized that it was not a Heroic Spirit suited for combat. 

Jack immediately took the form of an enormous wolf and barked menacingly at the newco- 
mer. 

“Stop right there, if you please! Who are you?” 

“Whoa! Did you just turn into Le Chien, Jack?!” 

Flat shouted some kind of proper name, but Jack did not answer and kept his eyes on the 
man coming toward them. 

The man had close-cropped hair and his clothes, despite seeming antique, were fine and 
elegantly tailored. He did not seem like a fighter, but he did not give the impression of being a 
mage or a horseman, either. 

“Based on your dress, I take it you come from the France of one to two hundred years ago?” 

Jack had taken the form of a wolf based on rumors that Jack the Ripper was actually an ani- 
mal. His question was packed with all the animosity and menace peculiar to a beast. 

The man, who had stopped about ten meters away, answered with a shrug. 

“Hey, didn’t anyone ever teach you not to judge a book by its cover? I’m not judging you by 
your looks, you know? I wouldn't even be surprised if you told me your favorite food’s Commercy 
madeleines... Probably.” 

“Oh, Commercy madeleines are delicious, aren’t they?!” Flat quickly shot back without dro- 
pping his guard. 

“Oh?” The man responded. “Since you know what I’m talking about, I guess that means 
Commercy’s still famous for its pastries.” 

“Tt is! A friend of mine from France always brings them as souvenirs for professors and 
friends!” 

“That so? I'd love to try one and see how the taste has changed since I was alive. Whoops, I 
guess I just gave away that I’m from France, just like I look. Oh well, that’s no big deal compared 
to the taste of madeleines.” 

The mystery man and Flat continued to discuss French communes with the air of a friendly 
chat. 

The meteor shower of Noble Phantasms continued to fall in the sky behind them. Jack, stan- 
ding beside them in his huge wolf form, addressed Flat with a look of discomfort. 


“Hey, this is no time for chit-chat. Who knows how many more minutes the police can last 
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against that...” 

However... 

“I can’t quite get the measure of you, boy,’ the man said with a sudden grin. His mood had 
changed. 

“The way you let yourself get caught up in talking about sweets while you work up a spell 
behind my back is pure mage. But there’s nothing mage-y about still going on about sweets way 
after you finished the spell.” 

At that, Jack looked at Flat in surprise and Flat looked confused. 

“Huh? Well, I got it ready because I thought you might be dangerous if you were an enemy, 
but since you're not an enemy, activating it would just be a waste of magical energy and it 
wouldn't be fair to you either, would it?” 

After briefly observing him in silence, the man looked at Flat and continued cheerfully: 

“Boy...what are you?” 

“Huh...? Oh, you want me to introduce myself! I’m Flat! I don’t want to become a target for 
curses and it’s needlessly long anyway, so I can’t casually give away my full name, but the name I 
usually give people is Flat Escardos! I’m Berserker’s Master!” 

“Well, that wasn’t what I meant, but it doesn’t matter. Also, I don’t think you should casually 
tell people that you even have a full name, either. Anyway, now you've told me your name, it 
wouldn't be fair if I didn’t tell you mine.” 

“Your name?” Jack asked suspiciously. “You, a Servant, would tell your name to us, partici- 
pants in the same Holy Grail War?” 

“T don’t want to hear that from somebody who might as well have been shouting ‘I’m Jack 
the Ripper’ with the Noble Phantasms he was showing off and the things he was saying back 
there. Although I hear you did your thing after I was dead and buried.” 

“My weak points won't change whether I give away my true name or not. If you lop my head 
off, I'll die. If you stab me through the heart, I'll die. If I drown, I'll die. If I starve, Pll die. If 
I freeze, ll die. If I get old, I'll die. See? I’ve got loads of weaknesses. What kind of weakness 
could a man who can’t even stop a simple curse be hiding at this point?” 

The Heroic Spirit showed no trace of hostility, but given the state of his Spirit Origin, Jack 
could not afford to take chances. He positioned himself to protect Flat and continued to eye the 
man warily. 

“Tt doesn’t make sense. If you aren’t hostile, then why make contact with us?” 


“Hey, our Masters have an alliance, right? I figure we Servants should follow suit.” 
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“1 see, so that’s who you are. That makes sense, but...” 

The Master that Flat and Jack had made an alliance with, the chief of the Snowfield Police 
Department, had told them, “I can’t reveal my Servant’s true name, but they specialize in logis- 
tics support. You'll never meet face-to-face.” 

They might be temporary allies, but given that they would ultimately fight over the Grail, it 
would hardly be advantageous to reveal true names or allow Servants to come in contact with 
each other unnecessarily. Jack saw the sense in that, and that was why he could not help feeling 
that this Servant appearing in front of them was unnatural. And yet... 

“That said, I’ve got my reasons for telling you my name. I can’t offer enough collateral to 
make a proper alliance in combat. But from what I see of your methods, kid, I figure that spilling 
my guts is the best way to team up with you for real.” 

With a cheerful shrug, as if to say that he was well aware of the distrustful eyes fixed on him, 
the Heroic Spirit introduced himself. 

“The name’s Dumas. I’m a Caster, though I’ve got no clue why.” 

“Huh?” 

Flat could not suppress an incredulous response. The Heroic Spirit who called himself Du- 
mas shrugged. 

“Alexandre Dumas. Never heard of me?” 

“What?!” 

This time, Flat let out what was clearly a cry of surprise and shouted: 

“Wh-Which one?!” 

“What do you mean, which one?” 

“The super strong general who worked for Napoleon?! Or his son, who wrote The Three 
Musketeers and Les Mille et Un Fantémes?! Or maybe his son, who wrote The Lady of the 
Camellias?!” 

“The second one. Les Trois Mousquetaires aside, you know some pretty obscure titles. Still, 
I’m happy to see people know my boy’s stuff better than mine,’ Caster—Dumas—said with a 
self-deprecating chuckle. 

“Of course I know it! I’ve seen the Three Musketeers as a movie, a cartoon, and even a pu- 
ppet show! Wow! Are you really the real deal?!” 

“A Heroic Spirit’s like a copy, so I don’t know about the ‘real deal} but if you're asking if I’m 
Dumas, then the answer is oui. Still, I never figured my books would stick around for over a cen- 
tury. I guess it shows that, for better or worse, human nature hasn’t changed that much. If you 
want to look up to someone, though, better make it my boy. He’s got real talent.” 


“Oh, please don’t talk like your talent’s fake! There’s an alumnus from my school who comes 
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from a whole family of book lovers, and they’ve got a bunch of original copies printed back in 
your day! Oh, wow! This is as good as an army, Jack! Oh, I really wish I could keep talking and 
get more information out of him, but helping the police comes first, so, let’s ask him for help!” 

“Hmm... It’s true we're out of time. If you say so, Master, then I'll trust him for now, but...” 

With that, Jack resumed his watch form and fastened himself on Flat’s wrist. 

Dumas watched that and chuckled. 

“T appreciate your confidence, but you know there’s no way I could handle that thing on my 
own, right? And since you're going out of your way to stay a watch so you don’t have to move, I 
figure your Spirit Origin must be in pretty rough shape.” 

Dumas’ gaze was focused on the flashes of light that came intermittently from Main Street 
on the other side of the church. The other Heroic Spirits seemed to have moved from the church 
roof while they weren’t looking, so there was no telling who was causing these flashes or the 
thunderous roars that followed them. 

“Tf you still want to do something, though, I can lend a hand.” 

“You really mean it?!” 

“Kid...you don’t act much like a mage...but are you ready to toss your own life into the pot 
to get what you want?” 

“Huh?” 

“Don’t worry, it ain’t a witch’s cauldron that only comes out right when it feels like it; it’s a 
cutting-edge pressure cooker. I’ll even throw in a kitchen timer.” 

Dumas flashed a fearless grin at Flat and Jack as he rattled off odd turns of phrase. 

“And most importantly, it’s me who'll be doing the cooking.” 
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Mercenary, Assassin, Vampire I 


“They're all so reckless.” 

Sigma’s face showed no emotion, but there was a tinge of exasperation in his voice. 

He was a young magecraft-using mercenary on the side of the “masterminds” of the Holy 
Grail War. He was originally supposed to become Lancer’s Master, but he had ended up haunted 
by a Heroic Spirit of the enigmatic “Watcher” Class and had formed a temporary alliance with 
Saber and Assassin in order to increase his chances of survival after his fashion. 

He had come to observe the Servant that had formed a contract with a comatose girl in the 
hospital as well as the other enemy factions targeting her based on information provided by 
Watcher’s shadows. He had passed what he had learned from his Servant on to Saber and Assas- 
sin under the pretext that it was “data from his superiors.” 

A mysterious Heroic Spirit supposed to have a bird’s eye view of everything that took place 
in the city. 

Sigma had been drawn into the Holy Grail War without being told the characteristics of the 
Watcher Class and without having a clear goal of his own. Before that, everyone around him had 
treated him as “soldier A.” Francesca, who had brought him into the Grail War, had wanted him 
to continue being “soldier A,’ so that was hardly surprising. The Heroic Spirit that had contrac- 
ted with Sigma, however, was in the process of transforming him into something special in the 
“Fake Holy Grail War.” 

Even so, Sigma’s combat ability was no match for a Heroic Spirit’s. While he had gained ex- 
perience as a magecraft-using mercenary in battlefields around the world, he had of course never 
fought an extraordinary familiar like a Servant. The sight of the attacks the golden Heroic Spirit 
was enough to tell him how out of place he was. 

“That’s Gilgamesh, the King of Heroes. One of the earliest heroes,’ said a boy with a serpent 
staff—one of the “shadows.” 

They were “Watcher’s” terminals, a system for conveying information to their Master. Possi- 
bly they were directly linked to Sigma’s brain, because no one else could see or hear them. 

Sigma thought it would have been easier if they were just his hallucinations, but the infor- 
mation they provided was accurate and given that they provided information that he could not 
possibly know, he had no choice but to admit that they were genuinely the power of a Heroic 
Spirit. 
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“To be blunt, you don’t stand a chance now.” 

Obviously, Sigma mentally agreed with the “shadow,” which had changed from the boy with 
the serpent staff to a young man with mechanical wings on his back. He could tell at a glance 
that those were no ordinary weapons that that Heroic Spirit was firing out of empty space. 

That was not an opponent he could handle with magecraft or modern firearms. He might be 
able to distract him for an instant with a stun grenade or flashbang, but he doubted that would 
be any advantage in the face of the Heroic Spirit called Gilgamesh. 

It would be something if he could at least coordinate perfectly with Saber, but they had only 
just met and Saber’s Master—Ayaka Sajou—claimed not to be a proper Master or even a mage. 

That being the case, there was only one person who might contribute to combat in this situa- 
tion. She was a Heroic Spirit like Saber and Gilgamesh—the girl Assassin standing next to him. 

“What will you do?” 

He did not have a definite plan. Nevertheless, if he just stood there without attacking or 
retreating, he would only sink into this brutal mire. 

In which case, he judged, his best option would be to act according to the cards in the hands 
of those around him. 

“I’m going to protect the child,” she answered quietly. “Do you know where her room is?” 

“Are you really going...? You'll probably end up facing down either that archer-turned-de- 
mon or that golden gatling gun.” 

“-1 won't go through the front. I hate to admit it, but immature as I am, it would literally 
take everything I am to execute them. Even then, I’m not certain I would be able to see it throu- 
gh. That wouldn’t matter if only I were concerned, but our objective is to save a child.” 

“That’s those police officers’ objective, not yours.” 

“yp 

Assassin looked at Sigma in confusion, as if she did not understand his intention. 

Sigma spoke to her in a matter-of-fact tone. 

“You've never met the child and the probability of her becoming either an enemy or an ally 
is low. In fact, if the Heroic Spirit contracted to your target is hostile, you'll end up in a direct 
confrontation with a Heroic Spirit you didn’t need to fight. Logically, it wouldn’t be to your 
advantage.” 

“. Id forgotten you were without faith.” 

Assassin nodded as if to say that that explained everything, looked straight at Sigma and 
said: 

“There is a benefit. A logical reason.” 


“What reason...2” 


Interlude 


Why he asked, Sigma himself did not know. Probably it was purely because he could not fu- 
lly comprehend what would drive Assassin to willingly get involved in a troublesome situation. 

Assassin answered without hesitation. 

“Tf it will save a growing child, there could be no greater benefit.” 

As she spoke, she soundlessly moved into action. She began a roundabout approach to the 
hospital, threading her way through openings in the street-turned-battlefield. Sigma followed. 

“.? I don’t understand,’ he asked, half to himself, “child or not, she’s still a stranger. You 
don’t even know if she follows the same faith as you.” 

If she were doing it to add more adherents to her faith, he could understand it. But should 
she really risk her life to save the child? 

“Tam still immature. Properly speaking, the deeply faithful do not consider benefits. Just by 
living they hear a great voice, as naturally as breathing, and choose that path.” 

“1 don’t really understand common morality...but aren't you trying to save a child in this 
situation because your face is deep?” 

Sigma’s words caused the fully mature fanatic to turn and look at him for a moment. Her 
eyes were filled with anger at herself and a deep sadness. 

“T was not able to abandon my anger at the heathens. I was not able to have tolerance. As 
long as my current course is mixed with my wish to save others, it is merely a proud disdain for 
destiny. Because of that immaturity, I was not permitted to walk the path to the mountain en- 
closure.” 

They stealthily crossed Main Street and drew closer to the hospital. The police force and the 
bowman had begun to fight and the other Archer—Gilgamesh—and Saber were also engaged 
in combat. Assassin might survive a hit from a stray projectile, but Sigma certainly would not. 
He used magecraft to dampen sounds and strengthen his body and followed close behind the 
carefully advancing Assassin while remaining wary of both battles. 

Assassin continued to speak dispassionately to Sigma. 

“But that doesn’t matter. My immaturity is no reason not to save a child.” 

"awl SEG. 

At that, Sigma slightly lowered his gaze, thinking about the word “child” and muttered in 
spite of himself: 

“No one saved us.” 

For an instant, Assassin, who was approaching the back of the hospital, froze. 

Sigma realized that he had made a slip of the tongue and expressionlessly averted his eyes 


from Assassin. An instant later, the voice of one of the shadows—the old man who had said “call 
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me captain”—came from behind him. 


“You put your foot in your mouth this time, boy... Are you stupid? What were you thinking, 
whining that ‘no one saved you’ to somebody trying to save someone else? Are you jealous of 
that whelp sleeping in the hospital? Will you be happy if you slow her down by spouting bullshit 
and that kid ends up as bad off as you?” 


Sigma made no attempt to refute the scornful voice. 

That was partly because responding to a voice that only he could hear would make Assassin 
suspicious of him. It was also because there was nothing he could say to refute it. 

Sigma had neither a strong wish for the Grail nor a reason to survive. He was a mercenary 
who had kept struggling and made it to that point based solely on a vague feeling that he “didn’t 
want to die.” 

Given that that attitude had kept him alive so far, it might actually be one of his strong 
points...but it was certainly not something he could be proud of. 

Assassin’s words had reminded him of his childhood—reminded him of how the person 
sitting next to him might be a bloodless “thing” to be disposed of by nightfall—and he had 
instinctively blurted it out. 

Why? 

Why had there been no salvation for them? 

Why would the girl in the hospital be saved? What separated her from them? 

Before, he would have dismissed such things as “just luck.” So why had those words come 
out of him now? Sigma realized that his being was becoming unstable. 

This isn’t a good trend. Not as a magecraft-user and not as a mercenary, either. 

People who let themselves waver died. He had seen it happen many times in the course of 
his work. 

“Sorry, I shouldn't have said tha—” 

Sigma attempted to regain his composure by ending the conversation, but Assassin cut him 
short by turning to look straight at him and saying: 

“My immaturity prevented me from saving you as a child.” 

“I was unable to be there and save you. That is proof of my immaturity.” 

“You're a Heroic Spirit,’ Sigma responded to Assassin’s seemingly unreasonable declaration. 
“I don’t know when you died, but we existed in different times and places. You couldn’t have 


met meas achild.” 


Interlude 


“Differences of time and place are trivial. As proof of that, you and I are here right now, 
standing in the same place.” 

From Sigma’s perspective, her words were abnormal. She stated with certainty that, if her 
faith were perfect, she would have appeared before the young Sigma and saved him. 

If he were currently happy, Assassin’s words might have angered him. 

If, despite being unfortunate, he had chosen his own path, he might have argued with her. 

“I'm satisfied,’ he might have said. “No one ever pitied me because you never appeared to 
me.” 

But that anger did not come to him. Sigma himself half-agreed with what she said. 

Oh, I see. 

Did I...want someone to save me? 

If someone had saved us back there...would things have been different? If Id been saved before 
Francesca and the others destroyed the country...before everyone died...or even earlier... If my mother 
had been saved...? 

No, if my mother had been saved, I would never have been born. 

Sigma cast his eyes down in silence as he remembered the details of his birth. 

If you saved everyone, I wouldn't be happy or unhappy—I wouldn't be at all... 

“..That’s an interesting way of looking at it. I think there was a comedy like that.” 

Assassin seemed confused by Sigma talking to himself. 

Sigma answered the question she had asked him before they began to move. 

“From here, the police’s target-—Kuruoka Tsubaki—is in the room on the far right of the 
top floor.” 

Assassin heard him and quietly nodded. 

“T thank you. I'll take care of the rest.” 

“Wait.” 

“>> 

Sigma, still expressionless, stopped Assassin. After considering for a moment, he said: 

“-Ull go too. ’'m not sure about just protecting her, but there may be a way to carry her out 
while preventing infection.” 

According to Watcher’s information, Kuruoka Tsubaki was infected with a “non-airborne 
pathogen,” but there was no guarantee that it would stay that way. 

After all, she had an unknown Heroic Spirit with her. There was a possibility that it could 
act on her to alter the characteristics of the bacteria. On the other hand, if they could get that 
Heroic Spirit on their side, it would be a powerful ally and it would make it easier to trans- 


port Tsubaki to a safe location. If the police then incapacitated the Heroic Spirit as planned, he 
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would be able to make a satisfactory report to Faldeus without difficulty. That was Sigma’s idea. 

“Don't push yourself. I'll carry her out if the need arises,’ Assassin told Sigma. It seemed she 
had not expected him to accompany her all the way. The black haired youth, however, quietly 
shook his head. 

“T doubt the girl’s body could handle the way you move. She’s been in a coma a long time—if 
you put a heavy strain on her, it might be enough to stop her heart.” 

When I was little, one of my comrades died that way. 

Sigma proposed a strategy without putting that memory into words. 

“I’m probably more used to handling a stretcher than you are. After we’ve gotten her out, I'll 
tell that demonic-looking bowman. IfI do that, he shouldn’t target the hospital.” 

If they managed to protect Tsubaki, but the hospital collapsed, it would be a disaster. 


“Oh, how interesting. Whose sake did you just propose that plan for?” 


The shadow in the form of the boy with the serpent staff asked him, sounding pleased for 
some reason. 

For whose sake...? 

‘It has nothing to do with your mission. You said that yourself not too long ago. There’ no benefit. 
So, why are you trying to support her?” 

The “shadow” sounded as if it were testing him. 

“Oh, excuse me. I may be a shadow, but I'm influenced by my personality from when I was 
alive. I'd probably look different if I were to manifest as a Heroic Spirit... Still, we shadows do have 
behaviors that resemble individual wills. Consider it a joke from the residue seared into a shadow’s 
shadow and let it slide.” 

So that boy with the serpent staff said, but Sigma could not let it go so easily. After all, Sigma 
himself could not explain why he had decided to go along. 

This really isn’t a good trend. 

Why didn’t I leave things to her and retreat? 

Losing sight of the course of your own mind is a fatal flaw, both as a mercenary and as a 
magecraft-user. 

Sigma was on the verge of announcing that he had reconsidered and would withdraw after 
all, when... 

“-[ thank you,” Assassin said, dropping her gaze. Her voice arrested Sigma’s heart. 

“You are striving to do good. You are far more worthy of being saved than me, sullied as I 


” 


am. 


Interlude 


fT say, “Actually, I’m leaving,’ now, it will create a fatal gap. That would impair both the chan- 
ces of my mission succeeding and my chances of survival. 

The thought flashed through Sigma’s brain. He followed her in silence without giving her 
an answer. 

The noise of Heroic Spirits’ fierce battles resounded through the night. 

They put distance between themselves and that clamor by circling around to the back of the 
hospital. After making sure that there was no one to be seen nearby, they entered the hospital 
grounds. 

Inside the ten-story hospital, the police mages had taken measures to clear the area of people 
and placed a sleeping spell on the inpatient ward. 

Even the nurses working the night shift were asleep for the moment and it was the inpatients’ 
normal bedtime. Because there was a risk of unnecessary harm if the sleeping patients’ condition 
suddenly worsened, the magecraft was set to remain in effect for the shortest possible time. 

Sigma, who had heard that information from Watcher, decided that he could therefore 
afford to make a little noise and attempted to take the shortest route from the rear of the hos- 
pital. He advanced quickly through the back garden...but when he had made it about halfway 
across, Assassin grabbed the collar of Sigma’s gear and yanked him hard to the side. 

toy” 

Before he could ask what she was trying to do, they rained down on the spot where Sigma 
had been standing. 

Numerous bits of metal stuck into the ground. 

They were twisted weapons of death—spears formed from countless scalpels, scissors, and 
other sharp instruments half-melted and fused together. 

Seeing them rain down, Sigma guessed that they contained every scalpel, scissor, and bone 
cutter in the hospital. 

‘Right, boy. He’s spent this short time gathering sharp objects from all over the hospital,” the 
shadow in the form of the captain smirked a short distance away. 

“Now, time for the second trial. Overcome it and grow, boy.” 


Sigma ignored him and looked in the direction the spears seemed to have come from. And... 


There, around the fifth floor of the hospital, a man stood perpendicular to the white wall. 


“ » 
bea 


Sigma’s Magic Circuits shuddered. Partly because beside him, Assassin’s magical energy had 
gone wild. But more than that, because the magical energy within the “thing” that stood on the 
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wall with a disregard for gravity was so unnerving. Or perhaps it was not just his perception of 
magical energy, but his instincts as someone who had fought for so long as a magecraft-using 
mercenary. 

That “thing” is bad news. 

The shadows told me that there was a hematophage, but that “thing” is high-ranking even for 
one of them. Not one of the highest, but it’s on another level from an ordinary monster. 

It isn’t something a human should ever fight. 

He had fought a similar creature only once before. That time, he had just barely managed to 
defeat it by working with other well-known mages and magecraft-users...but the survival instinct 
he had built up as a magecraft-user was warning him that the “thing” in front of him was more 


dangerous than the one he had brought down. 


For a moment, Sigma froze, overwhelmed not by fear, but by magical energy. Then, the 


“thing” spoke to him. 


“..Lou made the right choice, boy.” 

« 

“Tf, just now,’ the “thing” continued to the suspicious Sigma while slowly clapping his hands, 
“you had tried to leave that darling girl and retreat alone, I would have gouged out your heart, 
ground it into the dirt, and spread it around the feed trough in a pig sty.” 

The man arbitrarily denigrated pig sties as he dropped to the ground with a broad grin. After 
making a courteous bow, the “thing” pulled off the tricky feat of grinning ecstatically with his 
mouth while glaring at Sigma with rage-filled eyes and said: 

“You also made the worst possible choice, boy.” 

It was an absurd declaration, contradicting his earlier statement. 

“Tt is absolutely unforgivable for a puny human to try to walk with my darling. I will not 
tolerate my lovely Assassin so much as making conversation with the likes of you.” 

The “thing” cracked his neck, then spread his arms wide and proclaimed his fierce resent- 
ment with a wicked grin. 

“Tl make you incapable of dying and then suck out your Magic Circuits one by one. T’ll 
squash your eyeballs, break every bone in your body, peel off your flesh, violate your brain, rape 
your heart, pound your lungs to paste, and chop your guts into mincemeat. Oh! Oh! I have it! 
Pll rip your body into millions and billions of pieces while you're still alive and spread it around 
the feed trough in a chicken coop!” 

His voice grew steadily louder as he arched his back and stared up at the sky, which reflected 


Interlude 


the gleam of the golden Heroic Spirit’s Noble Phantasms...then shifted to an ecstatic grin and 


turned his head to stare at Assassin. 


“IT wonder what face you'll make when that happens to someone you opened your heart to, 
even if only a little. Ah... Oh... Wonderful! You truly are wonderful! Just picturing you sullied 


by your own tears is enough to make me cry!” 


The “thing”—the dead apostle that called itself Jester—actually shed tears of joy as he spoke. 
Assassin, watching him, had already sprung into action. 

Stifling her emotions, but putting all the indignation she had built up until a moment before 
into her magical energy, she leapt at the monster that was her Master. 

In place of the fiend’s magical energy, she had the temporary supply Saber had leant her. She 


poured most of it into her Noble Phantasm. 


“Clad me in black sharpness...” 
“Unfeeling Patrolling Spirits: Zabaniya.” 


Chapter 15 
“Gold and Lions II” 





Chapter 15 
Chapter 15 


The King of Heroes clad in golden armor—Gilgamesh the “judge’—was still standing 
where he had started on the roof of the church. 

The church roof was pincushioned with Noble Phantasm and had collapsed in places, but 
the ward set on it must have been powerful, because it remained barely recognizable as a roof. 

To a casual observer, it looked like a beautiful dance. 

Tine and the other mages actually watching the scene through farseeing spells were captiva- 
ted by the sight of Saber dancing in the gap between life and death with incredible speed. 

It was a contest between kings, but it was certainly not equal. The golden king stood on high 
and the other king struggled to supplant him. Taken the other way round, it looked like a greater 
king passing judgment on a lesser one. 

But that was why he charged. If they were both kings, then which of them was superior 
would change with time and circumstance. Their battle was a struggle for that height. One mi- 
ght call it the world’s smallest-scale “war,” waged between the kings’ Spirit Origins. 

Of course, one of those kings was armed with the innumerable Noble Phantasms that his 


subjects had made and he had collected. The other, in contrast, had only seven “supporters.” 


The golden king and judge showered Saber with attacks without ever dropping his guard. 
Nonetheless, the king once said to “have the heart of a lion” kept up his advance, pushing himself 
to even greater speeds as he narrowly avoided death. 

Superhuman speed. 

It was usual for a battle between Heroic Spirits to appear superhuman. Even taking that into 
account, however, Saber’s swiftness was extraordinary. 

Speed due to his fundamental abilities as a Heroic Spirit. 

Speed boosted through magecraft. 

Speed that could only be attributed to some kind of “divine protection” associated with 
anecdotes of his exploits and bestowed on him by the Throne. 

By combining all of them, he darted this way and that across the cluster of buildings that 
had become his battlefield with singular speed even for a Heroic Spirit, circling as he slowly but 
steadily closed distance. 

The Lionheart’s advance, once begun, was like a gale scything across land and sea. The peer- 
less speed of his march was so great that legend had it “only a general blessed with protection 
against wind had finally succeeded in halting it.” 

Incredibly, the Lionheart, said to have raced across the battlefield with three times the speed 
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of an ordinary charge, at last drew close enough for his sword to reach his opponent. 

“So, you have the insolence to stand before me.” 

As good as declaring that he had only just begun, the golden king leapt backward while firing 
his Gate of Babylon in an effort to put more distance between himself and Saber. 


But his efforts gave Saber the perfect opportunity. 
*Ex..calibur!” 


Saber’s sword shone, the arc of its swing becoming a massive band of light that flew at the 
airborne golden Archer. 

“Not so fast!” 

Gilgamesh materialized countless shields in front of him, dispersing the band of light. 

“To think that you would strike at me with a mere imitation of a relic of the planet. Were we 
not in the middle of your trial, such folly would merit death, mongrel! ....Hm?” 

When the scattered light dissipated and the countless floating shields scattered, Saber was 
no longer to be seen in front of the golden king. 

As he landed, he sensed immense magical energy from behind him, lower down the slanted 
roof of the church. The golden Archer turned to look, his eyes narrowed, and saw Saber with his 
sword poised to strike. 


“Ex...calibur!” 


A second band of light was fired up the slope. It was blocked by the countless shields, as the 
first had been...but this strike was an order of magnitude more powerful. It pushed the shields 
back, lifting the golden king several meters into the air. 

“How dare you...” 

The golden king saw through the gaps in his shield wall that Saber was holding one of the 
Noble Phantasms that he himself had fired. 

“I told you I was going to borrow them, didn’t I?” 

Saber, still clutching the long sword, instantaneously slipped in directly underneath his air- 
borne foe and made radiance envelop the blade once more. 

The first time he had released the true name of his Noble Phantasm, the decorative sword he 
had originally held had shattered with a single strike. The Noble Phantasm shrouded in the aura 
of the age of the gods, however, remained intact after his second true name release and retained 


its properties as his Noble Phantasm. 
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He unleashed magical energy in a third band of light. 

The golden king deployed shields beneath him and blocked the attack, but he was pushed 
higher into the air. 

Then came the fourth band of light. 

Saber gave his opponent no time to recover and followed it with a fifth and a sixth slash of 
light aimed skyward from the church roof. 

Even more frighteningly, the interval between strikes was steadily shrinking. By the time he 
got past his twentieth slash, they had become a massive, continuous band of light firing from the 
earth into the night sky. 


As if to say that this, too, was both an infinite series of blows and a never-ending single strike. 


Several minutes earlier, the hospital’s front parking lot 


A short while earlier. 

In the parking lot situated between the hospital and Main Street. 

The area had been cleared of people, so there were hardly any cars parked in the moderately 
spacious lot and no obstacles up to the hospital entrance that John had been flung into. 

The attack on John had triggered every police officer with strength to spare to spring into 
action at once. Each of them held a different Noble Phantasm. “Fake” Noble Phantasms—mere 
relics that had lost their original Mystery and magical energy, but whose legends had been 
overwritten by Caster. 

It would be fair to say that they attacked with every trick they could think of—feints, sneak 
attacks from blind spots, and more. It could even be justly said that their teamwork had impro- 
ved since their battle with Assassin at the police station. 

And yet Archer, having stolen Berserker’s Noble Phantasm and gain the power of a demon, 
did not even make an effort to dodge them or to deflect them with his weapon. He took every 
blade and projectile aimed at him, but they had no apparent effect. 


“Shit... Is he the same as that Dead Apostle Jester...?” One of the officers ground his teeth. 
Memories of the moment they had been crushed in the police station flashed through their 
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minds. Faced with what was becoming a repeat of that defeat, the members of Clan Calatin 
never considered fleeing. If they retreated, they would lose their raison détre called “justice.” 

Like John, they carried their chief’s nearly-hypnotic words. That said, an honorable death 
was not what they wanted. They continued to think of ways they might stop the monster con- 
fronting them. 

While they thought, the now-grotesque Archer advanced. 

But every attack they aimed at his vitals was stopped by the cloth he wore. When they attac- 
ked his exposed arms and sides, in contrast, they felt their attacks connect, but never managed 
to reach the level of an effective blow. 

On top of the cloth that completely nullified their attacks, his bare body’s specs must have 
been extraordinary as well. Given that he had also absorbed the demon’s power—although the 
police officers did not understand exactly what had happened—they supposed that his enduran- 
ce and resistance to magical energy must have improved as a result. 

In that case, did the enemy facing them have any weaknesses at all? 

While the words “give up” ran through the officers’ heads, the grotesque bowman was stea- 
dily advancing step by step. 

“.? Why doesn’t he just rush us?” One officer asked. 

“Yeah, another answered, “he could probably knock all of us out of his way in no time...” 

At that, a woman who had been coolly observing the situation from a short distance away— 
Vera Levitt, the police chief’s aide-de-camp and effectively one of the leaders of Clan Calatin— 
said: 

“He’s probably on his guard.” 

She was a true mage as well as a police officer. 

Although she had been born the younger daughter of a mage bloodline, her elder sister’s 
Magic Circuits were poor, and so she had been brought up by her mother, who carried on the 
family’s Magic Crest. Her elder sister Amelia worked in Snowfield as a doctor, still ignorant of 
the world of magecraft. 

Because her lineage had cooperated in running this Holy Grail War, Vera, as the heir, had 
joined the war having inherited a portion of her mother’s Magic Crest. It was an incomplete suc- 
cession, given that the Crest transplant was not yet complete, but her strength stood out among 
Clan Calatin and it would be no exaggeration to call her the chief’s right hand. 

Her next action was to take a little glass test tube that did not match her modern gear from 
her belt of equipment. She threw it in front of the enemy bowman and fired at it with the pecu- 
liarly decorated revolver she held. 


Her bullet accurately pierced the test tube. A moment later, a smokescreen spread over a wide area. 
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And no ordinary smokescreen—a smokescreen charged with magical energy of a randomly 
shifting nature. Call it jamming for magical energy perception. 

Watching the dense smoke—which naturally also obscured his vision—spread, the bowman 
muttered in a low voice: 

“-Impudence.” 


Then, he moved his enormous body in a great leap, avoiding the smoke. 


Vera had read the situation correctly. 

The grotesque bowman—Alkeides—was wary, not of the police force, but of other factors— 
Saber, who had appeared without warning, and the King of Heroes, who had entered combat 
with him. They were fighting each other for the moment, but there was no telling when they 
might turn their attacks on him. He could also sense another Heroic Spirit's Spirit Origin on 
Saber’s side and the presence of the monster that had stopped his initial attack on the hospital 
with a “shield of water” had not vanished. 

This was not a duel to be fought honorably; it was a never-ending melee in which one had 
to outwit one’s opponents and could not afford to show even the least opening at one’s back. 

Alkeides understood that. He could slaughter the police force spreading out and attacking 
him in an instant, but he would have to proceed carefully to do it without creating an opening. 
That was because the police force possessed more than a certain level of power. What they had 
acquired, the resolve to risk their lives, had not been for nothing. 

There were twenty-five police officers on the scene. The rest remained in the station to guard 
the chief and to gather information. The bowman’s hellhound—Kerberos—had appeared just 
as they had been about to dispatch an advance team to their target’s hospital room, so none of 
them had reached the hospital room yet. 

“How many do we send to Kuruoka Tsubaki’s room?” 

“If the Servant possessing Kuruoka Tsubaki is hostile, a small team will end up dying for 
nothing,’ Vera whispered her opinion to a female officer with a bow Noble Phantasm. “I would 
have liked to send Berserker, who could have dealt with it alone, but...” 

Berserker had suffered serious damage to his spirit origin and had likely withdrawn with the 
aid of Flat’; Command Spells. 

“If the Servant is capable of understanding that Kuruoka Tsubaki is being targeted, it 
should take action to protect its Master. The fact that she still hasn’t withdrawn from the hos- 
pital means that either it hasn’t noticed what’s happening, doesn’t intend to protect het...or is 
confident that it can protect her without moving.” 


Vera, thinking that the latter would be preferable, produced another several test tubes and 
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scattered them around her. No sooner had the tubes, thrown with the aid of magecraft, flown 
through the air to cover a wide area than bullets shattered all of them, spreading more smoke 
over the area. 

Vera was about to order someone to scout out the hospital room, taking advantage of the 


delay, when... 
“A wasted effort.” 


The grotesque Archer flapped the demon wings that grew from his back, kicking up a wind 
charged with dense magical energy around him. The wind carrying sinister magical energy for- 
med a number of small whirlwinds and began to catch the smoke as if devouring it. 

“How are we supposed to deal with this shit...2” One of the officers asked, his cheek twit- 
ching. 

Despair began to spread across the officers’ faces...when a lone figure dashed through the 
smokescreen. 

“Stop! It’s no use!” 

The officers called out to restrain the figure. They could not see its face clearly through the 


windstorms and trailing smoke, but they could tell that it wore the same uniform as they did. 


Alkeides judged it to be a reckless charge. 

No matter what sort of attack the approaching police officer attempted, it would have no 
effect on him. If he struck with his bare fists, the blow would ignore the protection of the Ne- 
mean lion’s pelt, but in that case the attack would not even scratch him unless it was charged 
with a great deal of magical energy. 

If he drew his bow, both of his hands would be occupied for an instant. That would obvious- 
ly present the other Heroic Spirits with an opening. The King of Heroes, in particular, was capa- 
ble of sending a lethal strike his way even while crossing swords with Saber. Even a “stray shot” 
could prove fatal if it happened to strike a gap in the Nemean lion’s pelt. 

If he only possessed the Noble Phantasm that gave him twelve lives, which had been left 
before his metamorphosis, he would probably have given little thought to the possibility and 
drawn his bow with all his might...but his present did not merit leaving such an opening. 

In that case, he decided, he need only brush the attacker aside with one blow of his arm, as 
he had done to that first brave officer whose neck he had shattered. 

Alkeides raised his arm and waited for the police officer concealed by the darkness and 


smoke to approach him. 
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Then, that instant, he sensed immense magical energy swell up behind him. 

aye 

This magical energy... Saber. 

The Saber who had been fighting with Gilgamesh must have fired some kind of Noble Phan- 
tasm. Sensing that its magical energy was aimed not at him, but at the sky, Alkeides did not take 
his eyes off the small threat closing in on him from the front. It was an action born of his refusal 
to drop his guard against even the weakest enemy. 

No. 

It was not that he did not look away. 

He could not look away. 

It was an effect produced by his “mind’s eye.” 

It was not instinct. 

His accumulated skill and experience, his honed senses, and the flesh and blood that compri- 
sed him all dominated his spirit and refused to let him look away. 

It was not the other Heroic Spirits he ought to truly be wary of. 

It was the lone police officer closing in on him. 

Everything he had built up told him so. 


The reason why would soon become clear. 


Behind Alkeides, a pillar of light pierced the sky and illuminated the face of the approaching 
police officer before him. At the sight of that face, which appeared through a tear in the smokes- 
creen created by the whirlwinds, Alkeides muttered: 

“What...2” 

It was unmistakably the face of the man whose neck he had broken and who he had sent 
flying into the hospital entrance a short while before. 

“Ooooooaaah!” 

The officer let out a wordless roar and kicked the ground. 

His instantaneous acceleration exceeded Alkeides’ expectations. His arm moved to block, 
but before it could reach, the man’s slight frame sprang at Alkeides with the force of a bullet... 
and delivered a flying knee to the bridge of the grotesque Archer’s cloth-covered nose with all 
his might. 


“J-John?!” The police officers shouted in surprise. 


The way John had been sent flying earlier had put the words “instant death” into most of 
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their minds. He might have Magic Circuits, but he lacked the Magic Crest which only one child 
in a lineage could inherit. If he had had a Crest, which would have performed self-restoration 
magecraft when he was on the brink of death, it would have been a different story, but no one 
had imagined that John could survive without one, much less reappear so much stronger that he 
seemed like a different person. 

But he had. 

He had reappeared shrouded in magical energy that far surpassed that of an ordinary mage 


and made use of that energy to enhance his body and nerves severalfold. 


John. 

I see. So, this man’s name is John. 

Alkeides, despite taking the flying knee and being knocked backwards, coolly noted infor- 
mation about his opponent as he spun in midair and landed feet-first. 

Those feet, however, were swept out from under him by John, who had circled around even 
farther behind him without his noticing. 

“Oh-ho...” 

Alkeides sounded impressed. He then caught himself with one arm on the ground and used 
his free arm to block John’s follow-up attack. The shock ran through Alkeides’ whole body with 
a creaking of flesh and bone. 

John followed it with a series of bare-handed strikes, continuing to batter Alkeides without 
giving him a chance to ready his bow. 

What happened? He’s like a different man... Or should I say he’s matured? 

He had gone beyond the level of ordinary humans, even for a mage. The experience Alkeides 
had built up over his lifetime warned him that the power surging from the police officer before 
him rivaled the enemy generals he had fought in ancient Greece in brute strength. 

Is it his Noble Phantasm? Did Caster do something? 

Alkeides noted that his body was being damaged, but it was not enough to make him regis- 
ter danger. Compared to when the Amazon queen had struck him using her Noble Phantasm, 
the pain was like being punched by a child. 

And yet...he regarded the man before him with the greatest possible caution. 

Why? Alkeides wondered as he fended off the flurry of blows. Why was I wary of this man? 

The vortex of magical energy that had sprung up behind him ought to have concerned him 
more than strikes like these. And yet everything he had accumulated was telling him not to take 
his eyes off this human. 

His strength is certainly more than human, but it hasnt reached the level of a warrior Heroic Spirit. 
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So why, he wondered as he continued to take blow after blow. His attention was first drawn 
to the unnaturalness of his opponent’s attacks. 

..Why doesn’t he use his right hand? 

Throughout his flurry of unarmed strikes, the police officer called John never attacked with 
his right hand. 

This difference in his center of gravity... .A prosthetic? 

While attacking and defending at split-second intervals, Alkeides instantaneously deduced 
the truth of his opponent’s unnatural movements. 

That being the case, he wondered what that prosthetic hand could be. 

Does it conceal a weapon? If so, it won't penetrate this pelt. 

No, this man should already know that. Should I assume that it conceals magecraft, then? 

Alkeides focused every nerve in his body on John’s right arm while evading his close-quarters 
attacks. 

It must be some kind of —No, is it...? 

He felt a presence. A slight presence—a unique magical energy, or perhaps a curse—was 
escaping from the man’s prosthetic hand. The instant that presence, which retained faint vestiges 


of the Age of the Gods, tickled Alkeides’ nostrils and skin... 
A chill of fear ran down Alkeides’ spine. 


Having noticed it, his instincts as a Heroic Spirit made him freeze in shock for just an instant. 

No matter how much his Spirit Origin changed, it had a special meaning for him. It was 
because he knew its dangers better than anyone, because he knew the terror of it better than 
anyone, that he himself had soaked his special arrowheads in it. 

“Damn you...!” 

The instant Alkeides shouted, John’s right arm shone darkly...and a peculiarly shaped blade 
appeared from it, forming the back of his hand. 


A black liquid writhed around the prosthetic blade like a curse with a will of its own. It was 
one of the greatest calamities and most awful curses of the Age of the Gods, one that had killed 


countless heroes and even driven a certain great hero to take his own life—Hydra venom. 
The blade coiled in that incomparably fiendish toxin closed in on a gap in Alkeides’ cloth. 


Impossible! 


Has it survived into this era?! That water snake shouldn't be able to exist on the surface anymore! 
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He felt keenly how naive his thinking had been. 

The mages of this era could not hold a candle to those of the Age of the Gods, but they were 
intelligent enough to wield its remnants. Considering that his own Master likewise harbored 
the toxic, cursed mud in his body, he should have considered the possibility that his enemies 
possessed Hydra venom. 

Faced with a weapon capable of killing him, Alkeides gripped his bow and leapt backward 
with all his might. 


“..! Hurry! To the hospital!” John shouted to his nearby fellow officers once he was sure 
Alkeides had distanced himself. “I'll buy as much time as I can! Secure the target while I do!” 

“John... What happened to you?!” 

“I don’t really understand myself...but it looks like Mr. Caster pulled something off for me!” 

John then made to dash off, as if to say that they could talk later...;when a chill ran through 
his body this time, causing him to stop in his tracks in spite of himself. 

“ 

John strained his eyes, his whole body breaking out in a cold sweat. 

The grotesque bowman stood over twenty meters ahead of him. The intimidating air rising 
from him had magnified severalfold. 

John had no difficulty figuring out why—the bowman had nocked an arrow to his bow. 

He had fired arrows several times before, but this was different. He was serious. 

The grotesque bowman spoke, paying his respects to John, who was trying to advance in 
spite of the chill. 


“You who possess the means to kill me, 


“T acknowledge you as my foe.” 


Crystal Hill, top floor 
“Lord Gilgamesh!” 


Tine, on the top floor of Crystal Hill, viewed the king who was her Servant, not through a 
farseeing spell, but with her naked eyes. 
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Gilgamesh was being forced upward to the height of their base on the building’s top floor. 
His golden armor was completely engulfed in an even more radiant band of light and it was no 
longer possible to perceive his figure. 

Not only Tine, but also the other nearby members of her tribe were wide-eyed. 

The pillar of light that grew into the heavens from the church roof had ascended so high that 
its end could not be seen. 

Not even the King of Heroes could be engulfed in that torrent of power and emerge unsca- 
thed. 

Tine, sensing that, was on the verge of using a Command Spell to recall him... when she 
sensed Gilgamesh’s magical energy swell within the pillar of light. 

It might be more accurate to say that massive concentrations of magical energy had appeared 


around him. 


It was the same thing that he had been doing all along. 
Merely firing Noble Phantasms from his treasury out of empty space. 
Only... the natures of the Noble Phantasms he deployed were a little different. 


The myriad Noble Phantasms, although each shrouded in immense magical energy, formed 
a single, titanic surge that coiled around the torrent of light itself, dispersing the light by brute 
force. 

The Noble Phantasms that he had so far fired monotonously now displayed complex move- 
ments like a gigantic serpent. 

But Gilgamesh was not using magical energy to control his armaments—golden chains that 
reached out of thin air on all sides were entangling the swarms of Noble Phantasms and forcefu- 
lly adjusting their trajectories. 

Gilgamesh emerged from the dispersed light and, by gathering together the rain of Noble 
Phantasms, transformed them into a waterfall that plummeted earthward accompanied by a 
furious surge. 


It was like a great, golden dragon devouring the light Saber unleashed as it advanced. 
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Saber, who was continuing to fire his Noble Phantasm from the roof of the church, sensed 
that the magical energy he unleashed was being driven back. 

Then, seeing the compressed swarm of Noble Phantasms bearing down on him, he could not 
keep sweat from beading on his forehead. 

Gazing up at the oncoming dragon of Noble Phantasms, Saber closed his eyes for a mo- 


ment... and, forcing an intrepid grin, poured his magical energy into his next strike. 


“What? What’s going on...?” 

Meanwhile, directly beneath Saber... 

His Master, Ayaka, was inside the church, voicing her confusion. 

As far as she could see out the windows, it looked like something on the church roof was 
glowing, but Ayaka, who was not a mage, had no way to make sure of what was taking place 
outside. 

“Are you feeling all right, miss?” The overseer priest asked her quizzically. 

“Huh...? Oh, now that you mention it, I do feel a little tired...” 

“A little. I see...” 

After a pause for thought, Hansa said: 

“What are you, miss?” 

“What?” 

“The ability to provide a Heroic Spirit with that much magical energy isn’t normal. At the 
very least, anyone short of a first-rate mage should have run dry by now, but you...” 

“T don’t know what you mean... I don’t even really know what this ‘magical energy’ stuff is...” 

Ayaka frowned, looking troubled. Hansa was observing her with great interest, when: 

“No, we haven’t got time for questions. You'd better get farther inside.” 

“Why?” 

“I’m strengthening the wards,’ the priest answered, staring up at the church’s high ceiling, 
“but the roof is about to cave in.” 

ay 


The next instant, a portion of the roof gave way and a figure dropped through the opening it left. 
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Ayaka narrowly avoided a direct hit from the rubble thanks to Hansa’s yanking her arm. 
Before the situation could penetrate her brain, however, a haughty man’s voice rang out 


through the hole in the roof. 


“T had intended to obliterate you along with the church. I suppose I should praise you for 
stopping me.” 

It was a man in golden armor. 

His armor was cracked in places, but his arms were crossed imperturbably and he was loo- 
king down at the center of the rubble piled in the middle of the church. 

“What...2” 

The instant Ayaka laid eyes on the man, she felt as if her brain had just received a violent jolt. 

The instant she laid eyes on his face, to be precise. 

She had a feeling that she had seen a similar face years before. 

And in a church like that one. 

When she tried to remember, noise ran through her thoughts. 

Her brain buzzed... the noise was even in her vision. And in the gaps it made, a girl in a red 
hood appeared. 

gs Dre 

Ayaka tried to clutch her head, but then she realized. 

Why had the man in golden armor been speaking to the center of the rubble? 

‘T suppose I should praise you for stopping me.” 

Who had stopped him? 

Ayaka tried to think, but the answer came to her at once. 

She had recognized the thing in the center of the rubble. 

For an instant, Ayaka had mistaken the figure with numerous swords and spears sprouting 
from its body for part of the rubble. It was unquestionably... Saber, who had so recently walked 
beside her, making friendly conversation. 

While his heart and head were intact, his stomach, shoulders, and thighs were impaled by a 
number of weapons—enough to kill an ordinary human. 

"Sabet? 

The instant she recognized him, both the noise and the red-hooded girl vanished from her 
sight. 

She nearly sank to the floor, but caught herself at the last moment and attempted to approach 
Saber. 

She was tripped up by the rubble, however, and fell. 
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The man on the roof, seemingly oblivious to Ayaka, continued to address Saber. 

“You could have avoided those wounds, had you dodged. Did you intend to protect this 
church? I ought to execute you for your hubris, but you did succeed in cancelling out a single 
strike. For the moment, you have my praise.” 

At that, Saber, who had thus far remained motionless, moved sluggishly and twisted his lips 
into a grin as he answered the man on the roof. 

“You...honor me,’ Saber said, still breathing feebly and looking up at the golden Heroic Spi- 
rit. “I can’t believe you'd destroy a church. Don’t blame me if God has something to say about it.” 

“Absurd. I had my fill of the wrath of the god long ago.” 

“Gods... I see, you're a polytheist... And the way you talk... Ha ha. So, you... No, you two are 
the ‘primordial travelers’...” 

Saber laughed, blood trickling from the corners of his mouth. 

“Mongrel...what do you hold within you?” The golden Heroic Spirit looked at him and as- 
ked haughtily, without anger or disdain. 

“2 What...do you mean?” 

“I do not mean your retinue. I mean the foundation of your Spirit Origin.” 

The man on the roof continued to speak dispassionately to the feebly-breathing Saber. 

“Tn any case, it seems you still lack a reason to fight. To challenge me with that attitude is the 
height of hubris, mongrel. If dubious desires are all you can muster in the face of my treasure, 
then perish while all you harbor within you rots.” 

He did not even uncross his arms, but ripples formed in the space above him. 

“T will deliver my verdict. Have you any last words?” 

“Ud like to say no...but yes... The girl who shared her magical energy with me isn’t my Mas- 
ter... I just drained her energy...” 

Ayaka had staggered to her feet. Saber’s words made her eyes widen. She realized what he 
was going to say next. 

Stop. 

Dont say it. 

She tried to speak, but he throat refused to function. 

She was breathing raggedly and on the verge of falling again when Saber said, with a smile: 

“She hasn’t opposed you...so don’t be harsh on her.” 

“Very well, but do not forget that I will only grant her consideration. If she turns out to be 
worthless, I will simply blow her away, just like the other rabble.” 

Then, the armored man slowly raised his hand and made to conclude his words to Saber. 


“Mongrel, I judge you—” 
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His sentence, however, was never finished. 


An instant later, the Heroic Spirit in golden armor was... 


Several minutes earlier, on Main Street 


“Ts that...John?” 

The man who had appeared and saved them was their colleague who, moments before, had 
been sent flying with a broken neck. 

His sudden display of superhuman activity seemed to declare that he had truly been “re- 
born.” The members of Clan Calatin were seized by confusion. 

Vera's clear, ringing voice cut through their hesitation. 

“Front line, fall back and shield the rear line! Rear line, support John with everything you've 
got!” 

The barked orders from the normally quiet Vera snapped them back to awareness. 

The officers each readied their own Noble Phantasm and surrounded John and the grotes- 
que bowman in the positions she had ordered. 

Far from support, those with close-ranged weapons would only be a hindrance against the 
bowman. 

So, the officers judged that they ought to leave it to the long-ranged attackers in the rear line 
to serve as a distraction. And if that really was John, he ought to know how to coordinate with 
the rear line. 

They planned to support John, and in the meantime find an opportunity to send half of 
their number inside the hospital as he wished...but several arrows launched by their enemy sha- 


ttered their formation in an instant. 


A burly officer a large shield Noble Phantasm tried to block one, but the instant the arrow 
struck, a shock like a blast from an adhesive grenade ran through the surface of the shield and 
launched him backward. 


And the bowstring had not even been pulled fully taut. 
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The arrow had been just one of several diversionary shots fired without leaving an opening. 

The officers were painfully aware that the only reason they, along with the city around them, 
had not been reduced to scraps of meat was that the Heroic Spirit had reason and, either by his 
Master’s order or on his own initiative, was making some effort to maintain the Concealment 
of Mystery. 

When he had first arrived with Kerberos, they had assumed he was a murderer without an 
ounce of concern for such things, but he was actually the opposite. 

As far as that Heroic Spirit was concerned, using a beast like Kerberos to simply devour his 
enemies’ flesh did more to preserve the Concealment of Mystery than fighting seriously himself 
would. 

“Doesn't he have any weaknesses?!” One of the officers shouted. 

It was true that John was moving on par with a Heroic Spirit, but his opponent’s strength far 
exceeded their expectations of Heroic Spirits. 

They had assumed that such strength must be unique to Gilgamesh and possibly the other 
Heroic Spirit—thought to be Lancer—who had clashed with the King of Heroes on the first 
day, but they were realizing too late that they had been naive. 

Still, they had known from the beginning that their abilities would not measure up to a 
Heroic Spirit's. 

They needed to support John—who was likewise outside their calculations—and at least 
force the bowman to retreat. 

The bowman must realize that wiping out the officers would not allow him to attack their 
Master or Servant directly. 

In which case, at minimum, they only needed to convince him that it would not be worth 
it to continue. 


Those were the thoughts running through the minds of more than a few officers... 


When they realized that there was another police officer, apart from John, behind the gro- 
tesque bowman. 


«9? 
! 


. 


The officers wanted to shout at him to follow Vera's orders, but raising their voices would 
only alert their enemy. 

When they focused their attention on the officer to see who was ignoring orders...they rea- 
lized. 

Before they knew it, the one officer behind the bowman had become two, who then soon 


became four. 
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It was not one of them. 
It was none other than the Heroic Spirit who had been battling the archer in the guise of a 
police officer shortly before—the Servant Berserker. 


Berserker—Jack the Ripper—had become a swarm of police officers. 

Those officers, whose ranks had swelled noiselessly to sixteen, attempted to launch a surprise 
attack on their enemy’s rear to support John. 

But they were easily scattered. 

Without turning to face them, the bowman twisted the grotesque wings that sprouted from 
his back and sliced through the first several Jacks who sprang at him. 

“50, you can still move.” 

The bowman spoke without looking behind him, in a tone that was equal parts admiration 
and exasperation. 

While he spoke, he continued to fend off John’s attacks with his bow. 

The superhuman sense that had allowed him to deal with Jack approaching silently from 
behind him was truly worthy of the name “Mind’s Eye,’ one of the remaining Jacks thought and 
called out: 

“I’m impressed that you can use your newly stolen wings so well.” 

Other Jack’s lunged at the bowman as he spoke. 

The new Jacks no longer even had the appearance of police officers. They were an assortment 
of ordinary townspeople, doctors, the young and old, men and women. 

Possibly Jack could no longer afford the effort to keep his appearances uniform. The Jacks 
looked like a pitiful human crowd gathered to assault a demon out of legend, or else to throw 
themselves on its mercy. 

“Absurd.” 

Ultimately, Jack’s power was not even what it had been earlier. Their movements were slug- 
gish. 

The bowman seemed to realize that, because he kept the majority of his attention on the 
human police officer in front of him. 

An instant later, however, his assessment changed completely. 


Countless black arms grew from Jack’s shadows and wrapped around the bowman’s body. 


“Hm...?” 
Shadows. 


He was surrounded by a jet-black vortex that seemed to swallow even the darkness of night. 
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Having recognized it as magecraft, the bowman—Alkeides—let his attention range around 
the area while continuing to deflect the police officer’s prosthetic hand with his bow. 

He discovered a distortion in the scenery. 

It was a crude illusion. No ordinary person would ever have seen through it, but it was ob- 
vious to a Heroic Spirit of Alkeides’ caliber. 

“50, you ve come out of your hole, mage.” 

Alkeides judged that it was Berserker’s Master and immediately grasped what the shadows 
meant. 

They were merely a diversion. 

If they had been a type of magecraft that inflicted direct harm, he would have been imper- 
vious to them. 

It would be a different story if his adversary were a mage from the Age of Gods, but assuming 
that Berserker’s Master was a human mage and not a Heroic Spirit, that was impossible. 

According to intelligence supplied by his own Master, Bazdilot Cordelion, Berserker’s Mas- 
ter was a genius from the headquarters of the Mages Association known as the Clock Tower. As 
long as he was a modern mage, however, his magecraft was nothing to fear, and the mage ought 
to be equally aware of that. 

In which case, he ought to regard the shadows as a diversion. 

As a matter of fact, Alkeides was aware that in his current situation, with multiple Heroic 
Spirits in his vicinity, a diversion was far more dangerous than any half-baked attack. 

Accordingly, he made his next move with care. 

“Peck.” 

That softly muttered word became a weighty curse scattered over the area. 

John and the Berserkers were forced to retreat before the force of a horizontal swipe of his 
great bow. 

Alkeides took advantage of that momentary opportunity to fire the multiple arrows in his 
hand at once. 

In the twinkling of an eye, the shafts metamorphosed into birds of war with bronze beaks 
and talons, which launched themselves at the distortion in space on the sidewalk down Main 
Street. 

The distortion was torn at each pass of the magical-energy-shrouded birds, revealing the 
figure of a young man in what had appeared to be empty space. 

“Whoa! P-P-Play ball!” 

The young man disturbed the surrounding air currents to avoid the birds’ attacks while 


hastily erected a mystical barrier. 
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A mighty shot from Alkeides, however, threaded through the whirlwind-scattered birds and 


pierced the pit of the young man’s stomach. 


The avatar of destruction had torn its way through without regard for strong winds or mys- 
tical barriers. 
It had accurately annihilated the young man’s core, shattering the surrounding flesh and 


bone as it destroyed his organs. 


“Master!” Berserker cried from behind Alkeides. 

“Flat!” 

The police officer called John shouted the mage’s name as well. 

His shout reminded Alkeides that the name in the information his Master had supplied him 
had been Flat Escardos and assured himself that he had disposed of Berserker’s Master. 

The Magic Crest marked onto the mage’s body might activate automatically, force his fatal 
wounds to heal, and revive him, but Alkeides would not give it the time for that. He had already 
fired a second and a third arrow to destroy the mage’s entire body, Crest and all. The birds, which 
had gotten free of the gale, had also begun to peck at it. 


However... 


Just as the destruction was about to begin, the young man’s body began to fade like mist. 

“What...?” 

For a moment, Alkeides suspected an illusion, but he was quickly proven wrong. 

He had definitely felt the “birds” which were a part of his Noble Phantasm and linked to 
him by paths of magical energy, pierce his enemy’s body. 

But it was a fact that the corpse was vanishing, almost like a Heroic Spirit’s. 

Alkeides’ primary focus shifted to the question of the Master he had killed for only a few 
seconds. 


And in those few second... he was completing his complex and bizarre spell. 
“.Game select.” 

The voice came from right beside Alkeides. 

From among the Berserkers who had become corpses in that short time. 


In the midst of that pile, one body Alkeides could not remember slaying moved its mouth 
and hands and rapidly performed magecraft. 
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A moment later... one of the arrows Alkeides had nocked burst, causing his now-grotesque 


frame to stagger for an instant. 


Impossible. 

Alkeides immediately realized what had been done to him. 

The current of magical energy necessary to activate the Stymphalian Birds, part of his Noble 
Phantasm, King’s Order, had been tampered with and made to short-circuit. 


That, however, was only the beginning of the spell. 
“Ngh...!” 


Just as he tried to regain his footing, he was struck by another wild burst of magical energy. 


Alkeides was not a mage, but as his body was itselfa mass of magical energy, every vein and 
nerve in it could be called a Magic Circuit. 

All of them had become fuses and were setting off surges of uncontrolled magical energy one 
after another in a chain reaction. 

Magical energy burst in his lean, steely arms. 

Magical energy burst in the toes of his feet, so well-honed that they sometimes became blades. 

Magical energy burst in the veins that ran throughout his body, deep and strong as the roots 
of the world tree. 

Magical energy burst in his beautifully woven nerves. 

Magical energy burst in each of his alveoli before he even had a chance to breathe. 

Magical energy burst behind his eyeballs, hidden by his cloth. 

Magical energy burst in part of his brain stem. 

It burst, and burst, and burst... 


The interval between bursts of magical energy grew shorter and shorter until at last he felt a 
massive explosion of magical energy near his heart. 

He could not distinguish the pain from the heat of it. 

Half of the wings on his back and the horns on his head snapped off. There was even an 
explosion of magical energy in the hand that held his bow, tearing off several of his thick talons. 

The magical energy ran out of control inside his body as well, shredding parts of his organs. 

But his Spirit Origin, once renowned as a great hero, was to be feared. 

“No!” 

With a shout of effort, he stamped his foot down onto the street and poured his rampaging 
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magical energy into the earth. 

A moment later, the asphalt lifted in patches all along the street, which ran for several hun- 
dred meters, and ruptured pipes shot fountains of earth and water into the air in unison. 

Many Heroic Spirits might have burst entirely at that point, but he had held his body toge- 
ther by the force of his sheer physical strength. 

Even so, the resulting damage was extraordinary. 

The backlash had torn up the street around him and a number of cars that had been parked 
along it were overturned and half scrapped. 

Alkeides’ insides, however, had suffered far greater damage than the cars. 

It would ordinarily be inconceivable for a single mage to inflict such damage on a Heroic 
Spirit. 

Alkeides’ Spirit Origin, with its extraordinarily powerful Anti-Magic, was impervious to 
modern magecraft. 

Meaning... it had backfired. 

There was one part of his Spirit Origin whose Anti-Magic was weak. 

It was also a part of Berserker, meaning that a path of magical energy had linked it to the 
young man who had until recently been its Master. 

The mage had introduced a spell that disturbed the flow of his magical energy through the 
power of the Noble Phantasm he had stolen from Berserker—the part of him that had transfor- 
med into a demon, a kind of phantasmal. 

Even so, it was no easy feat. 

Unless the mage had a complete grasp of the complex flow of his magical energy in this con- 
dition, it would be impossible. 

Meaning that he had accomplished that. 

“T had to get this close for it to work,’ the mage who had been hiding among the crowd of 
Berserkers said, revealing a relieved smile. 

The Berserker corpses around him began to vanish. At the same time, the corpse of the mage 
Alkeides had just shot through disappeared completely. 

It had been Berserker in the form of the mage Flat Escardos. 


Circumstance piled on circumstance dulled Alkeides’ mind’s eye for an instant. 


And that momentary unbalance... created a fatal opening. 


A roar struck Alkeides’ ears. 
It signaled that the police officer called John had poured all his strength into a desperate 
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strike... and by the time it reached his ears, John was already upon him. 

The blow momentarily broke the sound barrier. 

It created a shockwave that sent Flat and the nearby rubble flying. 

It took just an instant. 

An impact ran through Alkeides’ side, feeling so weak to him that he almost doubted it. 

It may have been a supersonic blow from a prosthetic hand transformed into a Noble Phan- 
tasm, but that was all it could do to Alkeides’ superhuman physique. 

As a matter of fact, the impact had broken off the prosthetic hand’s blade at the base and the 
recoil had sent John tumbling to the ground several meters away. 

But it had been enough. 

John had put all his might into that blow of his prosthetic hand—a thrust of a blade drip- 
ping with hydra venom. 

It would have been a fatal wound to almost any Heroic Spirit... but there was a reason it ate 


into Alkeides’ Spirit Origin with especial ferocity. 
Death. 


The pure curse of deadly poison. 
The thing that had once driven Alkeides to end his own life coursed through his veins. 
As it entered his body, Flat spoke the phrase that concluded his spell, signaling that his stra- 


tagem was complete. 
“Game over.” 


He had created an opening for John, who possessed a strike worthy of being called final. 
The steps he had taken to produce that moment of time were simple and obvious. 

He had offered up his soul. 

He had offered it to a Heroic Spirit of the Caster Class, whom he had known for only a few 


minutes. 
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“My specialty as a Heroic Spirit is tinkering with tools that have a bit of notoriety and whip 
‘em up into Noble Phantasms... but I don’t get many chances to work on a real Heroic Spirit. 

“You see, I’d need the owner’s consent for that, which is normally a no-go. 

“But when the pieces fall into place, an ‘exception’ comes out tasting the best. 

“Basically, I’m gonna fiddle around with your ability to ‘become anyone’ and elevate it. 

“Tl make it so that you can turn into strangers even more perfectly. 


“Of course, it’s up to you whether your Master counts as a stranger.” 


Alexandre Dumas’ proposal had been quite a tradeoff. 

It was to temporarily enhance Jack the Ripper’s abilities by combining one of his Spirit Ori- 
gin’s skills, Thousand Faces, and his Noble Phantasm, Natural Born Killers, with one more “in- 
gredient”—the essence of his Master, Flat Escardos. 

It was a metaphor, of course; Dumas did not chop Flat up and toss him in a pot. 

Still, for the Master and Servant whose links of magical energy Dumas strengthened and 
whose beings he artificially intermingled, it was equivalent to being thrown in a blender and 
turned into a mixture of ground meat. 

For the Master, it meant having his own nature mixed with the Spirit Origin of a “killer.” It 
was impossible to foresee what side- and after-effects it might have. He might lose his magecraft, 
or unconsciously commit murders, drawn along by episodes associated with the Heroic Spirit 
Jack the Ripper. 

There was no end to the conceivable negatives... but Flat had agreed without hesitation. 

Jack had been fortified by Dumas’ Noble Phantasm and gained the ability to become the 


mage Flat Escardos down to the last detail, including his magecraft. 


Before they knew it, the pillar or light that had reached into the sky had vanished, and in its 
place, part of the church that had been its base had collapsed. 

As darkness engulfed the area, a grave, but quiet voice rang out. 

“.Why?” Alkeides asked Berserker, the poisoned blade that had broken off John’s prosthetic 
arm still buried in his side. 

Alkeides understood that Berserker had used a perfect disguise to make him mistake Berser- 
ker’s Master’s location, although not how they had accomplished that, but that did not dispel 


75 


Fate/strange Fake § 
his doubts. 


“If you can completely become your Master, you could just as easily have done so and wor- 
ked the spell on me yourself. Why did you risk your Master on the battlefield?” 

Berserker, in the form of a police officer, answered: 

“Simple. No matter how completely I become my Master, there are things I can never pos- 
sess.” 

At that, Alkeides shifted his gaze to Berserker’s Master, Flat Escardos, who was just picking 
himself up off the ground. 

A second of the Command Spells on the back of his left hand was faded. 

Alkeides realized that it had been the “final push” behind the spell that had sent his magical 
energy out of control. 

“..5O, you repurposed one of your own Command Spells.” 

Command Spells only affected Servants contracted to their user. 

It was impossible to overturn that principle and enforce a command on someone else’s Ser- 
vant... but by skillfully rewriting its immense magical energy and using it to “hack” the path of 
magical energy that linked Alkeides to his Master... Flat had forced him to run a spell equivalent 
to ordering him to take his own life with a Command Spell. 

“Well... I guess it was kind of a gamble... Your Master already used all their Command Spells, 
right, Mr. Archer? If they had even one left, I think I would have bounced off the strength of 
that connection.” 

Seeing Flat smile that he had been lucky with a look of relief, Alkeides realized how abnor- 
mal the young man was. 

“T see. I never expected you to have the ‘sight’ to perceive so much...” 

Then, he muttered to himself in a voice too low for Flat to hear: 


So... it’s you. 


és 

Flat looked puzzled, but Alkeides did not answer his unspoken question. 

He had realized... that ‘death’ was eating into his body. 

A “death” that had been enough to drive the human shell and soul from that hateful man, 
the “glory of god,’ who had once been his other half. 

Alkeides looked at the blade stuck in his side and then at John, the owner of the broken 
prosthetic hand. 

To John, who still trying to rise, Alkeides said: 


“Well done, child of man, my brother who rejects divine rule and stands on his own feet.” 
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There was a sound of spilling liquid—dark blood had dripped from under the cloth that 
covered the grotesque bowman’s face. 

“If the power you were given had been a divine blessing, I would have slain you at once, but 
the power coursing through you is born of man and earth. The gods had no hand in it. And so, I 
praise this world, this age. You may have used the water serpent’s venom, but I congratulate you 
on producing a technique to destroy me while rejecting divine aid.” 

Was his calm speech the mark of a Heroic Spirit who realized his end was near and meant 
to meet it with dignity? 

John was under the illusion that it was, until Alkeides continued: 

“And... I pity you, hero.” 

OW hati? 

Alkeides’ side was eaten away by the venom, melting into a black wound before John’s 
puzzled gaze... 

But an instant later, the jet-black toxin was consumed by “mud” of an even more sinister hue. 

“What?!” 

The police officers, Flat, and the Berserkers froze in spite of themselves. 

The mud-like mass of magical energy that welled up from Alkeides’ body enveloped the 
Hydra venom as if to consume it, to consume “death” itself, and was then sucked back into the 
wound, 

“If had merely thrown off the robe of godhood, I would have suffered and then gone to my 
rest.” 

The poisoned wound that eaten so deep it exposed his ribs and hipbone vanished, leaving his 
body fully restored in its place. 

“Before my Spirit Origin twisted, I would have been willing to fall to that scratch. This ve- 
nom alone may have been able to eat through all of my countless lives.” 

Then, he stood before the speechless John and declared: 

“But... we have both been unfortunate.” 

There seemed to be a faint hint of resignation in his voice, but it immediately turned to 
anger. 

“T have lost my twelve lives... but know that you cannot vanquish me, afflicted as Iam with 
vile mud, with deadly venom.” 

With rage, not at John and the others, but at himself, at limitless “power” itself, Alkeides 
bellowed as if pronouncing a curse. 

“Tt will take more than venom to dye my corrupted blood... the flames of vengeance that my 


soul harbors!” 
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Then, his magical energy overflowed. 


It was a writing of magical energy, but it became a physical wind that buffeted the bodies of 
all nearby. 

A vortex of magical energy stained a dark red swept over the area. It was as if Alkeides had 
become a monstrous tornado. 

The familiars that had been observing the battle were blown away. Magic Circuits screamed. 
The mere touch of the wind drove some to their knees. 

Alkeides had not done anything. 

This was the result of his mere presence. 

“He wasn’t even... taking this seriously...” One of the officers muttered with a look tinged 
with despair. 

“No, he was,’ a Berserker answered with a wry grin. 

“Until now, he’s been seriously scouting things out... I suppose. He’s been wary of everything 
around him.” 

He was also wearing a look that said there was nothing more to be done and clearly conside- 
ring how to make an escape with his Master. 

“That was why we had to kill him completely here... before he devoted his full power to his 


murderous impulses.” 


A moment later, Alkeides sprang into action. 

His target, however, was neither the police force nor Berserker. 

As if to say that they were now beneath his notice, the lone avenger kicked the earth. 

That kick carried Alkeides high into the air... where he drew back the arrow he had nocked 
and loosed it without hesitation. 

Loosed it at the Archer who, shrouded in an aura of divinity, was at that moment about to 


pass judgment on Saber. 
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Gilgamesh stood on section of the roof that had narrowly avoided collapse and looked down 
on Saber, who lay drenched in blood on a pile of rubble. 

“Mongrel, I judge you—” 

He was about to deliver a verdict, not as a king, but as a “judge,” when a tempest of dark-red 
magical energy swirled around him and an intense bloodlust bore down on him. 

“How boorish,’ Gilgamesh tutted with an icy expression, halting his judgment in mid-sen- 
tence. 

Space rippled and Noble Phantasms launched out of Gate of Babylon to intercept the on- 
coming arrow. 

“If I were here as a king, I would dismiss this as a jester’s antics, but if you interrupt my judg- 
ment, I will eliminate you.” 

Then, he slowly turned and addressed Alkeides, the Archer-cum-Avenger who had alighted 
on the opposite edge of the church. 

“I see you have been unmasked, clown. I will permit you to remove your cloth as well,” Gil- 
gamesh continued, as if to say that the dark-red magical energy shrouding his opponent’s body 
was of no concern to him. “I would look on your tear-stained face.” 

“My tears have long since run dry. I shed them all that day when the divine tyrants took 
everything from me.” 

“So, you drip mud from your eyes instead? I see you've brought quite an eyesore... I shall 
make the organizers of this ritual pay for defiling the Grail, one of my treasures, with mud sullied 
with a mongrel’s obsession.” 

After insinuating that he had perceived the nature of the red-black, mud-like magical energy, 
Gilgamesh asked Alkeides, as if to test him: 

“So, what will you do now? You could say that coming for my head while you still have 
strength to spare was the right choice, although impertinent... but do you really believe I cannot 
dispel your paltry corruption?” 

“Mighty king, it is true that corruption would be nothing to you if you made use of your 
treasures.” 

In contrast to the immense vortex of magical energy swirling around him, Alkeides was un- 
settlingly calm and relaxed. 

His arms hung loose at his sides. His right hand lightly clutched his bow. 

And yet, his untensed limbs were pregnant with an ominous sense that they might become 


decapitating blades at any moment. 
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“But... feeble warrior, it is not corruption that will slay you.” 
“Oh ?” 


“Tt is... the corpse drowned in that mud.” 


Between the two Heroic Spirits was the massive pit created by the collapse of the church roof. 

“Ah... What a shame,” Saber muttered, watching the two presences squaring off above him. 
“A big war is about to start, and it looks like I’m going to miss out...” 

“Idiot!” Ayaka, who had practically crawled up the rubble, shouted in a low voice. “This is 
no time to be worrying about things like that. We need to get out of here...!” 

“Yes. Sorry, Ayaka. I meant to keep the church safe... but I slipped up just a little.” 

“You want to brush this off as ‘a little’?! Listen, you need first aid... The church must have 
bandages or something...” 

“.. Irying to heal a Heroic Spirit with bandages...? I guess you really... aren’t a mage.” 

The blood-covered Saber gave Ayaka a wry grin. 

“Besides... your concern... is far better medicine...” 

“This is no time for jokes! We have to at least get away from here.” 

Ayaka grabbed Saber’s arm and tried to lift him on her shoulder. 

“Oh, hang on... Accepting that kind of help from a subject I’m meant to protect... would be 
a disgrace as both a knight and a king...” 

“Your name was mud the minute you started hanging out with me! Now hurry!” 

“Causing you to disparage yourself like that... is a disgrace... as a Heroic Spirit...” 

Saber somehow struggled to his feet unaided and, as if to say that his heart, at least, was un- 
broken, forced a pained smile and said: 

“Of course... after getting us into this situation... I can’t complain if you tell me I’m not fit to 


be a Servant...” 


The words Saber muttered atop the mountain of rubble naturally failed to reach the Heroic 
Spirits above him. 
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“T may already be a corpse, but my sins are eternal.” 

Having declared himself dead man, Alkeides took a step forward. 

“And so, I shall consign my body and soul to the seat of oblivion that drifts in Hades.” 

A nonchalant step. 

Nonetheless, his opponent, the King of Heroes, recognized it as a weighty step, charged 
with Alkeides’ whole being. 

“My great foe and pitiful fellow, dance along with my mad rush.” 

Then, Alkeides, his posture still relaxed, spoke with force. 


“Nine Lives.” 


At almost the same instant Gilgamesh deployed his Gate of Babylon, Alkeides fired his bow. 

Hundreds of Noble Phantasms were fired. 

Not the weak Noble Phantasms that Gilgamesh had attacked with during their confronta- 
tion in the wasteland—each and every one of these would be sure to smash his opponent's Spirit 
Origin. 

If they had been fired with conceit, the myriad Noble Phantasms would have fallen as a rain 
of vicious bloodlust with no thought for efficiency or any other consideration. 

Now that he was standing on the same land as his friend Enkidu, however, Gilgamesh had 
no conceit. 

His onslaught consisted of accurate Noble Phantasms aimed precisely at the parts of Alkei- 
des’ body that the Nemean Lion’s pelt did not cover. It was a lethal swarm that would have obli- 
terated any ordinary Heroic Spirit. 

And yet, the rapid barrage of arrows that Alkeides fired while leaping to one side were dow- 
ning those Noble Phantasms by matching them shot for shot. 

Each arrow shot down multiple Noble Phantasms, but even more shocking than their force 
were their unusual trajectories and the speed of the barrage. 

Alkeides was nocking two or three arrows at once and drawing his bow too fast for the eye 
to follow. 

And that was not all. His arrows changed trajectory in midair as if each shaft had a will of its 
own, precisely shooting down Gilgamesh’s oncoming Noble Phantasms. 

Those he could not completely evade, he blocked with the pelt by twisting his body, nullif- 
ying them. 

Seeing the pelt undamaged, the King of Heroes snorted and made his next move. 


“T shall personally assess...” 
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A large distortion in space formed beside him. 

“-how well that pelt of yours can recognize the work of man.” 

From the air to his left, blazing white flames. 

From the air to his right, shining silver liquid. 

To be precise, the liquid itself was colorless, but the moisture in the air around it froze ins- 
tantly, giving it the appearance of a silvery gleam. 

As they were in the King of Heroes’ treasury, both fire and liquid must have been human 
creations. 


They were joined by manmade thunderbolts, and the storm of fire, ice, and lightning assailed 


Alkeides. 

Alkeides, for his part, drew his bow back especially far. 

The longbow bent back. Just as it seemed about to snap in two, it was released... and “it” took 
form in the sky above the church. 

It was nine arrows shrouded in ominous magical energy whose twisting trajectories looked 
like titanic serpents. 

They covered the sky over Main Street like the Hydra of legend, devouring not only the on- 
rushing Noble Phantasms, but flame, cold, and even lightning alike. 


Had the bowman been his proper self, his shots would have been shrouded not in the sinis- 
ter, mud-like magical energy, but in pure divinity. 

It was originally a culmination of skill and divinity said to be “clad in dragons.” 

That Noble Phantasm, which unleashed with a sword, it was a breathless dance of nine stri- 
kes and with a spear a series of nine blows, was no secret art passed down from father to son. It 
was a myth that the great hero had created and perfected alone. 

The shafts he fired having become a disciple of vengeance, however, raced between the skys- 
crapers with appearances that suggested vipers or evil dragons. 

And, as if to declare that the gleaming gold King of Heroes would be their final prey, the 
nine outspread great serpent heads bore down on him. 

“Hydra venom? It may be the way of the world for a king to be served poison, but you lack 
artistry, mongrel.” 

He paused his barrage of Noble Phantasms and caused another ripple in the air in front of 
him, preparing to open a door for a new treasure. 

“T hate to take snakes into my treasury, but I already have venom to match yours. 


“Along with its flesh, blood, and antivenom.” 
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“You can win, Lord Gilgamesh... I know you can...!” 

Tine, who had been watching the clash from the top floor of the casino hotel, instinctively 
clenched her fists. 

The grotesque bowman who called himself Alkeides must be one of the most dangerous 
opponents in this Holy Grail War. 

But what Tine saw of the exchange convinced her that her own Servant, Gilgamesh, would 
triumph. He seemed to be deflecting all of his opponent’s attacks, and these nine bowshots that 
seemed to be a Noble Phantasm must be one of Alkeides’ trump cards. 

Judging from circumstantial evidence, Alkeides possessed a Noble Phantasm that stole his 
opponent’s Noble Phantasm, which smacked of foul play. But the way things were going, Gilga- 
mesh would not even need to draw Ea, the Sword of Rupture, to unleash Enuma Elish, so there 
would be no risk of its being stolen. 

More than anything else, it was Gilgamesh’s attitude, which betrayed not an ounce of fear or 


distress, that made Tine feel relieved. 


“I would expect no less, my king...!” 
The words Tine could not suppress were not those of a mage seeking to reclaim her land. 
They were the words of a child who had yet to fully mature, entranced by the King of Heroes’ 


radiance. 


Tine Chelk had forgotten. 
Forgotten that while she was a retainer of the King of Heroes, she was also Gilgamesh’s 
Master. 


And Tine was unaware that, however great and exalted a being the Gilgamesh might be, 
even if the King of Heroes abandoned conceit and carelessness... 
The Holy Grail War was not so soft that it could be won without Master and Servant figh- 


ting as a team. 
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Just as Gilgamesh was readying a Noble Phantasm to intercept the nine arrows shrouded in 
grotesque, dark-red magical energy that were closing in on him... 

The distortions in space that had spread out around him suddenly vanished. 

“What?” 

At that, Gilgamesh frowned for the first time. 

The disappearance of the distortions in space pointed to a single fact. 

The gates to the treasury of Babylon that held every last one of the king’s treasures, to the 
vault said by some to still exist somewhere in the world and by other to exist in other space en- 
tirely, had all shut. 

Gilgamesh himself, of course, would not do such a thing. 

But was there anyone else who could? 

It was impossible. 

In the fractions of a second it took Gilgamesh to reach that conclusion, the hero-slaying 
poisoned arrows were still closing in on him. 

But this Gilgamesh was neither conceited nor careless. 

Refusing to despair so soon, he attempted to bring the Noble Phantasms he had already fired 


to bear to counter them, when... 


“Tt” bore a strange resemblance to the song of the earth that Enkidu had sung on the first day. 

“Tt” resounded throughout Snowfield without warning, becoming a cacophony that scram- 
bled the brains of everyone there. 

What set “it” apart from Enkidu was the timbre. 

“Tt” was not a beautiful singing voice ringing out in praise of the land and its people... 


“Tt” was the resentful roar of a twisted monster that seemed to curse the whole world. 


Tine witnessed the look on Gilgamesh’s face in that moment through her farseeing spell. 
“What...2” 


For an instant, she did not believe her eyes. 
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The look on Gilgamesh’s face reflected in them was one she had never seen on him before. 

At first glance, it was close to his look of surprise when he had sensed Enkidu’s presence. 

Except for his eyes. 

Unbelievably, his eyes were tinged with an emotion that the King of Heroes must never show. 

An emotion ordinarily seen in the eyes of the King of Heroes’ opponents when they looked 
at him. 

His eyes expressed shock, irritation, hesitation... and the faintest tinge of fear. 

Everyone who witnessed that sight, momentary though it was, reached the same conclusion. 

The instant he heard that roar, the King of Heroes had flinched. 

Impossible. 

It’s not true. My eyes are playing tricks on me. 

Tine did not even have time to finish her thought before her farseeing spell showed her a 


tragedy. 


The instant that one of the arrows bearing down on the King of Heroes pierced his shoulder. 


“Ngh...!” 

It had barely missed his vitals. 

But with a poisoned arrow, that hardly mattered. 

The other arrows, which he had evaded, were closing in on him. 

His treasury refused to open. 

The one arrow impact had unbalanced him. 

And the swarm of arrows was bearing down on him with too much force for him to deflect 
with his sword. 

With nothing more to be done, a second and third shaft pierced the King of Heroes’ arm 
and leg. 

The remaining arrows would be sure to strike vital points. 

That instant, when it seemed to everyone that the King of Heroes was about to fall in a 
shocking upset... a “spears of earth” flew out of nowhere, passing by the King of Heroes to strike 
down the arrows. 

The magical energy shrouding the shafts was deflected with a thunderous crash, shaking the 
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window glass in the surrounding buildings. 

“..50, we've been interrupted.” 

“Damn... you.” 

The King of Heroes’ rage-filled face was turned to the night sky. It was impossible to tell if 
he could even hear his opponent. 

“To think that you would wander here... Do not tell me... you have fallen that far.” 

His words were not aimed at Alkeides. 

Gilgamesh’s eyes, fixed on empty air, had already sensed that presence. 

A presence that, until then, had been skillfully concealed. 

A presence that had emerged the instant the poisoned arrow had struck Gilgamesh, as if to 
say that it no longer had any need to hide. 


And, in answer to his word... a third voice rang out in the sky over Main Street. 


Fallen’? How rude.” 

It was a beautiful, clear voice, but so utterly cold that it gave its listeners chills. 

“My elevation has never changed. You just convinced yourselves that you had climbed above 
us. Am I wrong?” 

From behind a skyscraper appeared a woman floating in the air, with white skin, red eyes, 
and inhuman beauty. 

Gilgamesh did not recognize her appearance. 

But he knew the being that most likely dwelt within her more than he would like. 

You might even say that he knew her too well. 

“Still, you finally left me an opening... Actually, I think the searing pain from that venom 
should be hitting you about now. Don’t you want to writhe? Hurry up and scream in agony—Ill 
do you the favor of laughing at you,” the beauty told Gilgamesh with a faint smile as the Hydra 
venom began to eat into him. 

But Gilgamesh, although he must have been suffering a shock for which the word “pain” was 
insufficient, like powerful acid coursing through every vein in his body, and despite the sweat 
beading on his forehead, looked down on the beauty hovering above him. 

“How you bark. To think that even the passage of millennia has not worn off the arrogance 
stuck to your soul. Quite a deep-rooted mold, it seems.” 

“Say what you like,” the woman who the King of Heroes, himself like the word “egotism” 
walking around in a suit of armor, had declared arrogant continued with a complacent smile. 
“Still, tracking you down took a lot of work... You deserve a thousand deaths just for making me 
walk through that gloomy cave.” 
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At the word “cave,” both Gilgamesh and Tine, who heard through her farseeing spell, simul- 
taneously thought of the same place. 

The cave in the ravine where the outsider mage had first summoned Gilgamesh. 

“But I forgive you. After all, it helped me find something that will come in handy for killing 
you.” 

The woman, glaring down at Gilgamesh, produced a key of lavish workmanship. 

What she held in her hand was none other than the catalyst that the mage had used to sum- 
mon Gilgamesh. 

The front key to his treasury. 

Not the key-sword that unlocked its deepest recesses, which housed Ea, the Sword of Rup- 
ture. 

It was literally a work of art that served to open the treasury’s front gate. 

“Just a pointless knick-knack that a mere human couldn’t do anything with, right?” 

“Damn you...” 

The woman regarded Gilgamesh, who groaned, drenched in cold sweat, but continued to 
stand erect, with a charming tilt of her head... and spoke with a smile that chilled to the bone. 

“But in my hands... I can at least ‘relock’ it.” 

It was a declaration that she had sealed the King of Heroes’ treasury—fatal to Tine’s faction. 

But, as if to say that there were more important things, the King of Heroes smirked and 
pronounced with sarcasm: 

“Tam surprised that you shut the door before my treasures blinded you. I said you had fallen, 
but I was mistaken.” 

“You deserve praise, Ishtar.” 

Ishtar. 

The woman answered the name he spat out with a cold smile in place of acknowledgment. 
Gilgamesh continued to sneer ironically back at her, suppressing the pain of the venom that 
wracked his body with his superhuman pride alone. 

“Or did that vessel influence you?” 

“Not a chance. I completely overshadow her original personality... She’s a kind of human 
made just to be a vessel.” 

The next instant... 

A seven-colored radiance, like a rainbow, spread from under her feet, and a gargantuan 
“thing” revealed itself beneath her. 

Most likely... the creature that had just let out the “bellow” that had made Gilgamesh flinch. 
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“Like this one.” 

Pale 

At the sight of the massive thing revealed—the “True Berserker” summoned by a Master na- 
med Haruri, although he had no way of knowing that at the time—several emotions ran throu- 
gh the King of Heroes. 

Then, looking at it with eyes ultimately filled with rage, he slowly shook his head. 

“Well, well. I, of all people, have misjudged... Not the original, but an inferior echo of her 
curse.” 

Ishtar’s only reply was a faint smile. Instead of answering Gilgamesh, she surveyed the area 
and broke into a broad, cheerful grin. 

“Td really love to play with you mote... but it looks like things will get annoying if I take any 
more time.” 

OW hat..?" 

“A servant of Ereshkigal... or Nergal, maybe? I suggest you run. It said that it’s eaten its fill, 
but you've just suffered ‘divine punishment; you know?” 

Perhaps she had overheard his conversation with Saber. With those dispassionate words, she 
and the gigantic Heroic Spirit turned their backs and left with a parting shot. 

Leaving behind her a last remark accompanied by a smile that was too wicked—or bewit- 
ching—for a deity. 


“I went to the trouble of sparing your vitals, so suffer as long as you can.” 
“Or so I'd like to say.” 


With that, Ishtar halted and turned her head toward Gilgamesh with an even crueler smile. 
“Tt seems like she'll never forgive either of you, even if I do.” 
The next instant, a seven-colored halo shot from the steel colossus, twisted and tapered into 


something like the head of a jackhammer... and plunged straight into Gilgamesh’s belly. 

“Lord Gilgamesh! No! Nooo!” 

The young Master’s cries echoed high into the sky, but they did not reach the woman called 
Ishtar or Alkeides near the ground. 


Whether they reached her Servant, Gilgamesh, was impossible to determine. 
Only one thing was certain: Gilgamesh had stood majestically and firm in the face of his 
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enemies until the moment he lost consciousness. 

The catastrophic, wracking pain that even the centaur who had been the tutor of numerous 
heroes had abandoned his immortality and longed for death. 

Even eaten away at by that venom in three places and impaled through the gut by a steel 
beast... Gilgamesh continued to stand before his enemies as a king. 

Gilgamesh, the King of Heroes. 

In this battle, he had been devoid of conceit. 

The fact that, even so, he had fallen before the schemes of a deity and the violence of a beast 
was driven home. 

At last, as the church roof he stood on crumbled and vanished into the rubble, the path of 


magical energy that connected him to Tine began to fade... 
And the king’s Spirit Origin vanished completely. 


Then, a few dozen seconds later... came a swarm of overwhelming “blackness,” different from 
Alkeides’ mud. 


The jet-black wind that blew from a single room in the hospital enveloped the entire area... 


And all life vanished from Main Street, which had been the scene of so much fighting. 
It ultimately erased Gilgamesh, Alkeides, the police officers, Flat, and even the overseer 
priest, Ayaka, and Saber inside the church. 


Not even an insect corpse remained in its wake... 
Only a silent cityscape. 
Not even the chief of police, Faldeus, or Francesca Prelati, who were on the side of the mas- 


terminds, could grasp the full scope of what had taken place. 


Silence simply continued to hold sway over Main Street. 


90 


Situsulerere 


“Mercenary, Assassin, Vampire II” 





Fate/strange Fake $ 
Interlude 


Mercenary, Assassin, Vampire II 


The Past 


A short time after Sigma had begun his life as a magecraft-using mercenary, he had been 
betrayed by a mercenary fighting alongside him. 

And by one raised with him in the same “facility,” at that. 

In the “facility,” he had been called Lambda and his skill in magecraft had been several levels 
better than Sigma’. 

When they had gone together to suppress a magecraft-using criminal syndicate, Lambda 
had led Sigma into an ambush and then fired a gandr curse at him from behind. 

A series of twists and turns had follow, but in the end, it had been Sigma who survived. 

Lambda had been more skilled in magecraft, but he had relied too heavily on it as a result. 
Sigma had taken advantage of that to defeat him with tactics using modern weapons. 

“.. Why me? Why... am I dying?” 

After being forced to lose control of a deadly curse, the magecraft user was dying of auto- 
toxemia. 

He could no longer move a muscle and his heart was on the verge of stopping, but resent- 
ment continued to flow from his mouth. 

“Because you sold me out.” 

He had been about to be killed, so he had killed. That was all. 

The feebly gasping magecraft user shook his head to deny Sigma’s simple answer. 

“No, that’s not what I mean. It doesn’t make sense. No sense. The strong get to survive. That’s 
natural law for us. Bloodlust becomes a curse branded into the world and rebounds if the target 
deflects it. That’s natural. But that’s not what I mean... That’s not what... I’m trying to say...” 

The man vomited black blood mixed with bile as he continued to scream out his resentment. 

“I... I have a reason to live! I found people I have to protect! There are so many things I 
want! That ‘facility’ may be gone, but our homeland hasn’t changed! I have to change it! So that 
there are no more guys like us! To do that, I couldn’t let that syndicate be stamped out now... .! 
So, I gave everything I had! I tried to sacrifice my time, my life, even you, my best friend raised 
in the same facility, to the cause!” 


He shouted with a glare that threatened to leap to his feet and strangle Sigma at any mo- 
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ment, but the flame of his life was relentlessly fading. 

And yet, Lambda still spit curses at Sigma, who continued to listen expressionlessly. 

“So! So, why?! Why, Sigma?! You don’t have a cause, or a will, or anything! You don’t even 
want to! So, why did you kill me?! How... How did you surpass me?! What belief drew out 
your strength?! What do you live for?! What’s worth killing me?! Why ... are you alive ...? 

As the man’s lungs finally fell still, Sigma paused briefly to think over those cursed words... 
and shot back a simple answer. 


“Dol...need a reason?” 


“.. just don’t want to die. I don’t like pain, either. So, I retaliated and killed you. That’s all” 
“You just...don’t... want...2?” 

The color was rapidly draining from the man’s face. 

He must have realized that his cries of resentment, the curse he was trying to sear into his 
opponent, were utterly failing to reach him, because a different sort of anger and despair over- 
took him. 

Even confronted with that expression, however, Sigma remained expressionless as he conti- 
nued. 

“Even if youd explained your cause and then asked me to die for you, I think I’d probably 
still have said ‘no, So, a surprise attack was the right idea. You should be proud of your betrayal 
... think” 

Sigma remained expressionless and his words lacked confidence. The magecraft user tried to 
muster the last of his life to shout something back. 

“Don't... Not...” 

But he could not manage it. 

Blood vessels burst in his cranium and blood began to flow from his eye sockets . . . signaling 
the end of his life. 

Sigma stared coldly down at the dead man and thought. 

I tried to sacrifice even you, my best friend, to the cause! 

Those final words replayed in his brain. Sigma looked up at the sky in silence. 

“So... you thought of me as your best friend...” 

At the same time he realized how much pain it had cost the man called Lambda to set him 
up, he realized that he had not thought of Lambda as a friend, or anything else. 

“... That’s a bad joke.” 

Once it was all over, Sigma received his payment from his employer and then played a rented 


DVD ofa comedy program over and over again. 
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To others, he might not look like he was enjoying himself. 

But he was just inexpressive; he did enjoy comedy .. . except for one stray thought that in- 
truded on his pleasure. 

He recalled the magecraft user who had died with an expression of mingled rage and despair, 
his face like a cursed statue, and thought, Enemy or not, it must be awful to die looking like that. 

Maybe he would have passed a little more peacefully if Sigma been able to throw out a clever 
joke at the end. 

But he still had no idea what he should have said—all he could do was to watch the red-clad 
comedians on the screen and murmur his real feelings from the bottom of his heart. 


“... Comedians are incredible... I can’t believe they can even make the Inquisition funny.” 


The Present, Snowfield, Behind the Hospital 


Sigma wondered. 


Wondered why, in this situation, he remembered the face of his ex-compatriot. 


The scene before his eyes bore no resemblance. 

The girl Assassin transformed the dense mist that shrouded her body into numerous sha- 
pes—massive beasts, great serpents, beautiful women, giants—and somehow attacked the man 
who seemed to be a hematophage—no, a monster called a Dead Apostle—with physical force. 

She attacked the man-shaped monster who delightedly danced across the battlefield, some- 
times dodging, sometimes having a limb torn off and immediately regrowing it. 

“Ha ha ha! Are those jinniya? I’m amazed your control extends to them! Really, there’s never 
a dull moment with you! I’ll let you command even more powerful jinniya if you accept me. 
Don’t you want to be like the great Sulayman?” 

“... Ido not control them. You insult my great forebears and their teachings... .!” Assassin 
whispered with hatred, then leapt into the fray herself and lunged at her enemy alongside the 
great beasts and giants formed from her mist. 

Seeing the fiend take even that assault and regenerate with a laugh, however, Assassin could 
not help narrowing her eyes. 


“Monster...” 
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“Monster! Monster, is it? In one aspect, you aren’t mistaken, but don’t refer to me by such a 
broad category. I might get jealous of other monsters and wipe them all out before I know what 
I’m doing! It’s impossible, but for your sake, I'll make the impossible possible! But my darling, 
won't you call me by my name? My name is Jester, Jester Karture! I'll tell you as many times as 
it takes! Yes, I will!” 

Jester continued to laugh ecstatically. From his shouts, you would never know that he was in 
the midst of battle. 

Sigma brushed it off with the thought, Well, mages and monsters are both mostly weirdos 
like that. 

On the other hand, he could not take his eyes off Assassin, who continued to fight the monster 
whose death he could not imagine. 

Her face was suffused with rage. 

Stamped with hatred for her enemy and for her own powerlessness. 

Oh, I see. 

Sigma realized why he had thought of his compatriot’s face. 

It was because they were the same. 

That monster was trying to defile his opponent’s way of life, just as he had once done. 

Just as he, who, lacking a reason to live, had defiled his compatriot’s determination, that 
monster was trying to defile the Heroic Spirit who was risking all she had to survive. 

Assassin and his compatriot were nothing alike. 

Eyen in terms of good and evil, it was probably fair to call them opposites. 

But... good or evil, their faces, suffused with rage and despair, were the same. 

His compatriot had betrayed him, but like Assassin, he had been trying to protect some- 
thing he could not give up. 

What was he—Lambda—trying to protect? 

He had never tried to know Lambda. He had not even remembered him until that moment. 

But one thing was certain—Lambda’s curse had failed to reach Sigma’s soul... but it lingered 
in a corner of his memory. 

Not to give pain. As more of a suggestion than a curse. 

In other words... 

It was a slight mental compulsion to help Assassin in this situation. 

Not even Sigma’s compatriot, who had meant to convey only resentment, had intended the 
suggestion ... but with irony worthy of a comedy, it moved Sigma. 

Asa result, Sigma drew his gun and immediately fired a bullet into Jester. 


It was a considerable distance, but Sigma’s reinforced senses and body were tuned into a single 


Interlude 


emplacement and his shot hit its mark in the center of Jester’s forehead. 

It would naturally take more than that to kill him, but the bullet, treated with magecraft, 
inflicted damage that no ordinary weapon could. 

“You just had to butt in,’ Jester tutted. “You, a mere human.” 

Jester instantly regenerated his injury and shot a glare at Sigma. 

Sigma used that brief opportunity ... only to ask a telepathic question. 

To ask the shadows of his Servant, “Watcher,” for everything they were currently able to 


learn about the monster in front of him. 


Then... he spoke the answer aloud. 

“... How many of the ‘bullets’ inside you are left?” 

He aimed to rattle his opponent by saying something that would confuse him. 

He did not know his Servant “Watcher’s” identity, but its unique ability to perceive 
everything that occurred in the city while it was summoned made it like a fantastical surveillance 
system. 

According to the information he had been able to gain through its ability . . . the vampire 
known as Jester possessed a number of cores that he called “bullets” and was able to rearrange his 
entire body, including his soul, by switching between them. 

His Spirit Origin as a mage seemed to have been destroyed by Assassin, but Sigma did not 
know the details because Watcher had not been summoned at the time. 

“.. What?” 

The effect of Sigma’s provocative suggestion that he knew Jester’s secrets was simple, but 
immediate. 

Jester wiped the expression from his face and confronted the already-expressionless Sigma 
with masklike face. 

« 

Assassin looked at Sigma while remaining wary of Jester, who had suddenly stopped moving. 

Jester returned her attention favorably while staring at Sigma, and asked: 

“Are you a Master?” 

“... 1 don’t need to answer that.” 

“How did you learn about me? Through your Servant?” 

“T have no intention of revealing my source. All I can tell you is that you took the form of a 
child to escape the executor and that you then infiltrated the hospital, where you attempted to 
do something under a girl’s bed.” 

Sigma spoke matter-of-factly. Jester, who had thought he had acted in complete secrecy, 
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scowled and raised his voice in irritation. 

“What a creep ... I’m still going to beat you to death, but I think I'll stop that smart mouth 
of yours first.” 

Then, just as he was about to shift the focus of his attacks to Sigma... 


Gargantuan serpents danced in the sky over Snowfield. 


9? 
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Even Jester was wary of that torrent of magical energy and turned his attention toward it 
while distancing himself from Assassin and Sigma. 

“This is... An archer with this much power must be... I see, I see. A Grail War with ground- 
work this thorough is almost like the Age of Go—” 

His delighted mutterings were interrupted by the onslaught of another torrent. 


A roar like a scream cursing the whole world rang out from Main Street. 

At that shriek, like the earth itself was crying, Jester’s eyes widened, while Sigma and Assas- 
sin imagined that their souls had been shattered. For just an instant, time went on without them. 

“What ...? Can the Grail really summon something of this magnitude . . .?” 

Jester muttered to himself in alarm, having sensed the Spirit Origin at the source of that roar. 

“Good grief. At this rate, this won't turn out as a comedy or a tragedy to my taste. They’re 
going to burn up the audience, the stage, and everything else.” 

No sooner had Jester made an exaggerated show of regret than he plastered a wicked grin 
across his face and glance at Assassin. 

“Oh well. In that case, let’s move to a new stage.” 

“...2 What...do you mean...?” 

The moment she ran magical energy to transform the mist surrounding her into even more 
gigantic beasts, her animosity undiminished . . . a “thing” like black smoke poured out of the 
hospital. 

5) 

“This is...” 

Before the shocked Assassin and Sigma, Jester spread his arms wide and welcomed the black mist. 

“Come, it’s the start of the second act! Worry not; your stage won't bea brutal place like this. 
It will be peace itself—a gentle paradise!” 

He allowed his body to dissolve into the black mist... but his voice continued to fill the air. 
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“I can’t wait ... to see you utterly defile its beautiful scenery with your own hands.” 


One moment, the voice seemed to come from all directions, like it was licking them from 
head to toe. The next, the swarm of “blackness” rushed forward like a high wave to envelope 


Assassin and Sigma... 


And the stage lights dimmed. 


Chapter 16 
“Breaking Dawn and Wakeless Dreams I” 
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Day 3: Breaking Dawn and Wakeless Dreams I 


In a Dream 


Wind blows. 
Wind blows. 


Whoosh, swoosh, they all melt together. 
The stars, and the tall, tall buildings, and sleepy townspeople too. 


Even in the dream, the girl continued to sleep. 

She slept because it had gotten dark. She slept because she was sleepy. 
That was the girl’s modest wish. 

Thus, therefore— 


Her protector simply acted to grant it. 
To put the dazzling lights that kept the girl from resting soundly to sleep. 
To stop the noisy wind that threatened the girl’s salvation. 


In 


A voice. 
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A voice began to reach the ears of the dozing “observers.” 

“The likes of you will tell the story of my love and hate?” 

Whose voice could it be? 

It was a sharp voice, and yet quivering with the flames of resentment. Its every utterance 
froze the air and seemed to presage tragedy. 

The “observers” recognized the next voice they heard. 

“You got it. This is a deal. I'll arrange your revenge into a book. I'll tell everyone in Paris— 
everyone in the world—about you.” 

It was the voice of the Servant who had given them the strength to fight—Alexandre Dumas. 

After sound came hazy vision. 

The “observers” saw a man in black holding a sharp fork to Dumas’ throat. 

It was probably a kind of fight. 

Dumas had not followed in the footsteps of his martial father. Nevertheless, faced with a 
“rival?” he was risking his life on his words. 

“Everyone’s got at least a little love and hate. Even a brat could tell a story about it. But who 
can tell the story of your love and hate, Edmond Dantés, Comte de Monte-Cristo? ... I can. 
Only I can, avenger. What sets your grudge over having your whole life stolen apart from a little 
brat’s grudge over his kid brother taking his sweets? Something does, of course! But you aren’t 
the one who can tell it most dramatically. Can you speak to the hearts of thousands, millions, of 
people? I can! That’s what my pen is for! .. . Or, putting it the other way ‘round, you've as good 
as finished speaking to millions, billions, of people! It’s my pen that will put it to paper, but it’s 
you who showed me how you live!” 

Despite the fork still at his throat, Dumas got to his feet partway through his speech and 
spoke with the full tones of a rough commander addressing his troops. 

A brief silence followed. 

The man in black stared expressionlessly at Dumas, but in the end, he lowered his fork with 
an air of disgust and practically spat: 

“... won't seek compensation, but your ‘deal’ is hardly reasonable.” 

“Oh, you'll be compensated,” Dumas answered, shrugging his shoulders and twisting his 
mouth into a broad grin. “I’m gonna make you a celebrity.” 

Then, spreading his arms wide, his eyes shining like a child describing his dreams for the 
future, he began to expound his views to the man in black. 

“My protagonist will walk a road or revenge paved in bright-red blood spray and pitch-black 
hatred, but everyone will cheer that that’s what makes it beautiful. P’ll make sure that for the next 
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thousand years, the word ‘avenger’ will make every person in France think of you.” 

The “observers” finally realized that Dumas was conducting a negotiation. 

And that the man in black in front of them must be the model for someone in Dumas’ massive 
body of work. 

A few well-read “observers” realized who the man in black was, but couldn’t shake the doubt: 
“He couldn't have actually existed, could he?” 

“That'll make your revenge complete. You were slandered by society, forgotten by the peo- 
ple, and abandoned by the world. But for the first time, people will recognize that you were in 
the right.” 

“In the right .. .2 Do you think I want that?” 

“Yourself aside . . . it could mean salvation for people who've been mixed up with you.” 

At those words, the man in black fell silent again. Then, he slowly shook his head. 

“Do as you please.” 

“You don’t mind?” 

“The man called Edmond Dantés no longer exists. The only thing here is a grudge that con- 
tinues to fall toward the far side of love and hate.” 

Even as he took a philosophic view of his situation, the man’s voice still seemed to burn with 
dusky flames. 

Dumas swirled his wineglass again and said, with a hint of loneliness: 

“So, youre casting off Edmond Dantes?” 

“,.. It’s the name of a man who ought to have vanished in the Chateau @'If” 

“That coat you've wrapped yourself up in is like a black fire. You want to burn yourself one 
of these days? ... Or else .. . have you already done it? A black tulip’s the same color, but it'd 
be a sight to stir up the people’s hearts. Ever considered turning back before you're nothing but 
cinders?” 

The “observers” were confused. 

Dumas had spoken as if he approved of vengeance. Why would he try to talk the other man 
down at this point? 

“Yeah, that’s right. The only place you're headed for is Hell. A darkness even deeper than 
the black flames you're wrapped in. There’s no salvation for you. I’ve seen enough humans to say 
that for sure. Ten to one, you won't make it back here. You'll end up crushing ordinary happiness 
with your own hands. But if you turn back now, you just might meet the same end as the hero 
of the novel I’m going to write.” 

Dumas almost seemed to be trying to tell the man not to let him write the novel. The avenger 


in black heard him and, with an incredibly cheerful grin, directed a sinister laugh at the empty air. 
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“I see... So, you, the man they called the king of Paris, guarantee the hell awaiting me.” 

“What're you laughing for?” 

“T’m relieved. That means my path is worth walking.” 

The avenger let a rage whose flames threatened to consume him seep into his voice as he 
continued. 

“I do not need salvation! I do not need mercy! How could I speak of ‘revenge’ if I refused to 
pay the price for dragging even the innocent into my rage?!” 

Why are we here? 

Why are we seeing this? 

The “observers” wondered. 

But at the same time, they could not look away. 

Even if they did not know the identity of the man speaking with Dumas, they were painfully 
aware of the dark flames of the soul that dwelt within him. 

It was as if they had been brought to this place by those flames. 

Ignorant of both the man’s circumstances and Dumas; the “observers” simply felt their hearts 
being mysteriously influenced by the man in black. 

The man in black paused, turned back to face Dumas, and resumed speaking. 

“Still... what becomes of a man walking into Hell should be no concern of yours.” 

The man chuckled and said with a hint of pleasure: 

“I took you for a money-grubber like my archenemies . . . but you're surprisingly cordial, 
novelist.” 

“,.. It doesn’t matter, does it? I’ve just already got more money than I know what to do with.” 

Dumas scratched his head, put off by the sudden remark. 

The man in black turned his back on Dumas and began to walk toward the room’s back door. 

“Tt’s just a name I’ve discarded. If you say you'll save it with your pen, then do it, if you can.” 

“Tl do it all right. Yeah ... It'll take some prep work .. . but the next time I hear someone 
mention the island of Monte-Cristo someplace that had nothing to do with you, that'll be fate 
giving me the signal. I think P’ll start writing then. I'll get it serialized in a newspaper or some- 
thing, so look forward to it.” 

“See that you don’t forget. If I don’t like the ending, I'll pay a visit to your bedroom to tear 
up your manuscript and your windpipe.” 

Dumas responded to the threat, spat out with a keen-eyed grin, with sarcasm. 

“Sure thing. If I strike it rich, I'll build a “Chateau de Monte-Cristo’ on the banks of the 
Seine so you'll know where to find me.” 


He had no idea that he would one day follow through on what he meant as a quip. 
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“Anyway, if the ending strikes your fancy, come to applaud me. I'd like to find out how my 
model really ended up, if I can.” 

“T have only one thing to say to you.” 

The man in black flashed a faint, wry smile and, with his back to Dumas, pronounced: 


“Wait and hope.” 


The “observers” who had been listening to the pair were unable to see any more of the scene. 
As the man in black spoke, their consciousnesses withdrew from that space. 
As they did, they had a premonition that they had already been incorporated into the life 


experienced by the Heroic Spirit Dumas—into his “story.” 


Then, light enveloped the “observers” consciousnesses .. . 


In the Morning Sunshine 


“... What... was that?” 

Vera, the police unit’s coordinator, realized that she was lying on a bench on the hospital 
grounds and slowly rose. 

“Where ... How did I get here?” 

The other officers lay on the ground nearby and were also beginning to rise, as if at a signal. 

They were all surveying their surroundings with looks of confusion. 

“Where ...?” 

“Huh? Wasn't Caster just...” 

“Mr. Caster... anda guy in black...” 

Based on their mutterings, Vera judged that they had all seen the same scene. 

“A dream...? But it was too...” 

Vivid and lifelike. 

They could even clearly remember what had been said. It was like their waking minds, and 
nothing else, had been blown into a different time and place. 


“Oh, did all of you see it too?” 
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The voice from behind Vera came from John, who seemed to be already awake. 

His prosthetic hand was half-destroyed, and he had lost the hydra-venom blade. 

Of course, it would have been incredibly dangerous if his hand had been broken with the 
blade exposed, so, in a sense, that was fortunate. 

“Since you mentioned a guy in black, I guess you saw Mr. Caster talking to the avenger in the 
restaurant... Well, that was the first thing I got shown too...” 

“The first .. 2? John, what happened to you? How did you get that kind of power?” 

John answered Vera’s cool-headed questions with visible confusion. 

“Well... I don’t really understand it myself... I was shown all kinds of ‘heroic tales; starting 
with that one, for about . .. ten hours, I think. Crazy strong musketeers, like the famous three, 
and the revolutionary hero Garibaldi. Then it shifted to a gathering of the amazing authors he 
met in Paris... Oh, but I guess those authors were heroes too...” 

John sounded bewildered. Vera reacted to one thing he had said with confusion. 

“Ten hours .. .2” 

“Yes. It’s weird, though—when I woke up, dust was still falling from the hospital ceiling. 
I guess it must have only lasted a few minutes. But one thing’s for sure—Mr. Caster gave me 
power... I can tell that much.” 

“Caster did. . .2 Could he have come up from underground? Is he here too?” 

“Speaking of here... Where is this place, anyway .. .?” 

John’s voice trailed off as he looked at the front entrance of the hospital, which led to Main 
Street. 

“I woke up in front of the church, but... Well, see for yourself. I can’t explain it...” 


“5 
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Urged on by John, Vera took several other officers who had regained consciousness and left 
the hospital’s premises, where they saw .. . no trace of destruction. Little birds flitted about over 
the pristine surface of Main Street. 

The church, which ought to be half-destroyed, had also been restored. Actually, it looked less 
“restored” and more like it had never been destroyed. 

It seemed to say that the destruction of the battle between Heroic Spirits the night before 
had been an illusion. 

Behind the bewildered officers, the haggard-eyed John asked a question that seemed half 
addressed to himself. 


“Tf the fight before we lost consciousness really happened ... then where is this place . . .?” 
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Snowfield, Coalsman Special Corrections Center 


“They disappeared. There’s no other way to put it.” 

Publicly, the facility was a privately-run prison, common in the United States at the time. 

In the special surveillance facility deep inside it, Faldeus heaved a little sigh. 

Having run his eyes over the report, he was considering the disappearance of a number of his 
associates who had been at the scene. 

The report told him that the police had surrounded the hospital. 

Also, that someone from the police station had contacted the hospital beforehand. 

When he saw the name of the patient that the physician they had contacted had attended, 
Faldeus shook his head. 

“Kuruoka Tsubaki... Damn the Kuruokas. I can’t believe they would set up their hospitalized 
daughter as a Master.” 

Faldeus had had his doubts about the motivations of the Kuruokas, mages who had been 
cooperative with this Fake Holy Grail War, but thanks to the chaos of the day before, he had 
gotten a rough idea of the circumstances. 

“T don’t know if she accidentally developed Command Spells, of ifit was intentional... but I 
see now. They’re using their daughter to supply magical energy and directing the Servant from a 
safe location ... Cunning, but I suppose it’s reasonable. I’ve heard that, even in the Fuyuki Grail 
War, a renowned Lord used his fiancée as a source of magical energy.” 

“You think that Kuruoka Tsubaki’s Servant did something?” 

Faldeus answered the woman who served as his aide-de-camp, Aludra, with a short nod. 

“I’ve gotten Francesca’s guarantee that there are no traces of magecraft being used to impair 
recognition or of any kind of illusion being cast. Of course, she did seem to be enjoying the 
situation.” 

“Meaning that more than thirty people vanished from Main Street in a brief period of time. 
Including Servants, if we assume that they didn’t dematerialize to conceal themselves.” 

Aludra’s businesslike, unemotional statement prompted Faldeus to run his eyes over the list 
on the report again. 


“In addition to the police unit, the missing persons are Flat Escardos, Hansa Cervantes, the 
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self-proclaimed overseer, and four nuns thought to be his subordinates, who were in the church. 
. . He’s officially an ordinary priest, but based on Chief Orlando’s reports and the combat foota- 
ge our surveillance network captured, he must be an executor. A capable one, at that.” 

Faldeus frowned, then read out the remaining names. 

“Also ... Sigma, and Saber’s Master, who was accompanying him.” 

Looking at the spectacled blonde woman he had seen in video recordings, Faldeus sunk into 
thought. 

“Her identity concerns me... but she doesn’t look like a mage. We can’t eliminate the possi- 
bility, but we ought to view this as the work of Kuruoka Tsubaki’s Servant.” 

They had lost contact with Sigma, who was, practically speaking, on their side. They had 
also been unable to confirm Assassin and Saber, who seemed to be accompanying him, since 
that morning. 

Even setting aside Assassin, who had been summoned to “prime the pump,” if Saber had 
been destroyed, his Spirit Origin and magical energy ought to have been poured into the Grail. 

The fact that there was no sign of that meant that there was a strong possibility that Saber, 
at least, was still alive. 

In which case, where had they disappeared to? 

Faldeus wanted to consider the question carefully, but Aludra reported a matter that required 
his attention even more urgently. 

“Let’s say that the destruction on Main Street was the result of underground gas lines burs- 
ting ....a chain reaction caused by the pipeline accident in the desert the other day. It will be a 
little hard on the gas company .. . but we did create it to be expendable. I sympathize with the 
low-level employees who don’t know anything, but we'll leave them to the social security plans 
the ‘ordinary’ politicians draw up.” 

Faldeus sounded unconcerned as he shifted his attention to another issue. 

Now, its high time I located my own Servant. 

At worst, I may need to usea Command Spell to recall him... 

Just as he was about to return to his work . . . he sensed a slight shift in the flow of magical 
energy within him. 

It was an odd feeling, different from his ordinary five senses. Like the inside of his body had 
ever so slightly dimmed. 

Faldeus intuitively recognized it as a “signal.” He left the remaining details to Aludra to iron 


out and exited the surveillance room. 
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He stepped into his “workshop, inside the same facility, confirmed that its door was shut, 
isolating it from all outside radio waves and magical energy, and then spoke. 

“,.. May Task you are playing at?” 

“What would you ask, my contractor?” 

A voice that was utterly devoid of all emotion and, for that reason, utterly chilling sounded 
from behind Faldeus. 

The puppets in his workshop, handed down by generations of his ancestors. 

Faldeus found himself imagining that the voice came from each of them as he spoke in a 
dignified tone as its Master. 

“Iam, of course, referring to the orders I gave you, Assassin—no, Hassan-i Sabbah.” 

He made a point of speaking the name aloud. 

Faldeus was addressing his own Servant, whom he might call “True Assassin” in contrast to 
the girl fanatic who had been summoned to “prime the pump.” 

“I ordered you to assassinate Galvarosso Scladio, the head of the Scladio Family. And yet, 
matters seem to have taken a strange turn.” 

In the day since he had given that order, a portion of the United States had fallen into chaos. 

In that one day, thirty-five important figures in the worlds of business, media, politics, diplo- 
macy had passed away due to accident or illness. And a majority of the deaths from natural cau- 
ses had the result of sudden strokes or heart attacks rather than prolonged struggles with illness. 

“T have yet to receive a report of Galvarosso’s death . . . but the area in which he is believed 
to reside has produced one fatality after another. It would be unreasonable not to suspect a con- 
nection.” 

Faldeus spoke aggressively, concealing the cold sweat on his back and hands. 

If his Servant was committing a string of murders for some reason of his own, then Faldeus 
needed to reign him in, even if it meant using a Command Spell. 

If the Servant was the type not to fear his own destruction, however, it was entirely possible 
that he might kill Faldeus before Faldeus had the chance to activate his Command Spell. 

Faldeus steeled himself as he asked the question, readying his mind and magical energy to 
activate a Command Spell... but the shadow—Hassan—simply answered matter-of-factly. 

“T have not deviated from our agreement. I have merely returned the lives that your faith 
determined to end to the other side of sleep.” 

It was a cold, robotic voice, as if a shadow with no will of its own was speaking. 

“As one who walks the shadows of the sacred purge, I swear—I have surely ended the life of 
those people, Galvarosso Scladio.” 


“... Those ... people?” 
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Chapter 16 


Faldeus frowned questioningly, then looked up with a start. 

“Dont tell me...!” 

“Just so.” 

The “darkness” that stood behind Faldeus alleviated his doubts by quietly stating a single fact. 


“Galvarosso Scladio had already eaten away ‘personhood. That is all.” 


One Day Earlier, Somewhere in the United States, Scladio Manor 


The Scladio Family. 

It was one of America’s foremost crime syndicates, exerting a major influence not only on the 
criminal underworld, but on the business world as well. 

There was a reason why it retained its powerbase, even as crackdowns on cartels intensified. 

It rounded up mages who had, for whatever reason, been driven out of the Clock Tower or 
Asian mage organizations and stray magecraft-users and used its abundant financial resources to 
support their activities. 

They provided the Scladio Family with magecraft in exchange, but there was no compul- 
sion—the mages and magecraft-users voluntarily assisted the Scladio Family in order to avoid 
losing an ideal patron or a protector from rival organizations. 

The Scladio Family also had strong connections to South American drug cartels, but their 
“drugs” never hit the market. Those drugs, which had undergone various forms of improvement, 
were used as specialized catalysts or ingredients in elixirs by the mages the Family patronized. 

The Clock Tower partially ignored the Family, reasoning that, while they would love to 
crush it if the chance presented itself, the ensuing confrontation with the United States and the 
release of the magecraft-users affiliated with the Family would outweigh the benefits of doing 


so at present. 


The leader of that powerful organization, whose reach extended to public, criminal, and 
even mage society, was currently . .. lying limp as a sheet on a massive bed in the innermost re- 
cesses of a vast mansion, a respirator and countless tubes attached to his body. 

Anyone who saw him would assume that he had at most a few years left to live, but he was 


smiling under his respirator and handing a large plush fox to the young girl who stood beside 
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“Thank you, Great-Great-Grandfather! I’ll treasure it as long as I live!” 

“Good... Olivia. You don’t need to treasure it that long. When you find something you care 
for more, forget about me.” 

The bedridden old man spoke to the girl of five or six in a voice that hoarse, but still had 
strength in it. 

His name was Galvarosso Scladio. 

It was a false name, but it would be no exaggeration to say that that name, which had left its 
mark on the world, was all that he was. 

He was the head of the Scladio Family, a man who employed every means at his disposal to 
prolong his life. Officially, he was 109 years old, but rumor had it that he was actually even older. 

The majority of those means employed magecraft and could never be made public, but, per- 
haps because he was not a mage himself, there was a limit to what they could to halt his physical 
and mental degradation. 

Mages of truly high degree were capable of transforming themselves into hematophages and 
other “inhuman” things, but none of the mages affiliated with the Family, at least, were capable 
of converting another person—especially a non-mage like Galvarosso—without risk. 

“Listen, Olivia.” 

“What is it, Great-Great-Grandfather?” 

Galvarosso smiled as he addressed the girl, who was the youngest of his forty-three 
great-great-grandchildren. 

“You're the spitting image of my wife, who died eighty years ago ... Give me a closer look at 
your face.” 

“You're acting funny, Grandfather. You talk like you'll be gone soon.” 

The guards who accompanied the girl averted their eyes slightly at her naive remark. 

They must have known that Galvarosso likely did not have much time left. 

The old man himself, however, displayed no such weakness and continued to listen to his 
great-great-granddaughter with a smile. 

After a short conversation, the girl and bodyguards left the room. 

The bedridden Galvarosso was left alone inside with the faint sounds of his respirator. 

Although it lacked even a single guard, magecraft had made his room in the innermost recesses 
of the Scladio Family’s headquarters into a fortress. 

One of the bodyguards who had brought his great-great-granddaughter was a capable mage. 
Without his guidance, she would not even have been able to notice the hallway that led to his 


room. 
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A massive composite workshop created by the utmost efforts of the most elite mages even 
among the many at the Family’s disposal—that was the Scladios’ main residence. 

A variety of defense mechanisms and numerous evil spirits inside a powerful, thirty-five-layer 
ward. 

In light of a case in which a mage’s workshop had been destroyed along with the building 
that contained it, its systems had been designed to defend against both airborne projectiles and 
attempts to destroy its foundations from deep underground. 

For mystical defenses to surpass it, one would have to look to mage centers such as the Clock 
Tower or the Wandering Sea, or else the labyrinths and dens of vice that mages powerful enough 
to approach the Root had spent their lives constructing. 

At the center of toughest ward was a space devoid of any trace of insects, let alone malice. 

There was nothing there to threaten Galvarosso except his own lifespan. Despite which. . . 


he deliberately removed his respirator, stared at the empty air, and spoke. 
“... You're there, aren’t you, darkness that signals my end?” 


The empty air did not answer. 

Nevertheless, Galvarosso continued to speak, as if to himself. 

“.. Yes, I knew. I’ve known... for years now.” 

Breathing must have been difficult for him without his respirator, but Galvarosso continued 
to speak at length. 

“I poured my personal fortune into an auction to obtain these Mystic Eyes... We weren't 
very compatible ... or maybe too compatible .. . but they only showed me a single future . . . 
again... and again.” 

The man’s slightly mismatched eyes showed self-derisive laughter as he continued to address 
empty space. 

“Today, the day I die...” 

Still, the empty space did not answer. 

But Galvarosso sounded certain that he was being heard. Something in his face expressed relief. 

“I knew today was the day... as soon as Olivia asked me... for the plush fox.” 

Galvarosso had had a Mystic Eye implanted into his head on a certain train. 

That Mystic Eye had shown him the future. 

The future that would play out in his fixed location. 

He had seen his eyes closed by “darkness” after he gave a plush fox to his great-granddaughter. 

“It’s simple. All I had to do was not give the fox to Olivia ... the youngest member of my 
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family. That might have been enough to change my fate. That’s what I thought... but I suppose 
this is what it means to get old... If the alternative is seeing Olivia cry and sulk, I’d rather accept 
death ... That was honestly how I felt.” 

Galvarosso quietly explained himself to what should have been empty air. 

There was no trace of the cold-hearted leader who had once terrified rival syndicates—just a 
dying man who continued to speak to something invisible. 

“Funny, isn’t it? I’ve crushed plenty of organizations and killed many, many people to get 
where Iam now... Please, darkness who has brought me death .. . If you really are there, listen 
... 1... will end, but not like this... No, Ican’t end...” 

His face was growing gradually paler, as if from a lack of oxygen, possibly because he had 
removed his respirator. 

But, as if to indicate that there was still something he needed to say, he stretched out a hand 
toward the empty air as he continued. 

“The mages who seek to prolong my life... decided that it no longer matter if1am me... 
Bazdilot was against it ... but the other mages... killed the souls of other powerful Americans . 
..and overwrote... their personalities. They want to turn this country . .. into a mage’s paradise 
... Please ... stop this nonsense... Let me... end... I just wanted a chance... to use magic. . 
. magecraft ...” 

His speech had become broken. His words had begun to stop forming sentences. 

But, as if struggling to carve his essence into the world, he seared words that were nearly 
curses into the air of the room. 

“Yes, yes, the first woman I fell for, my wife, was a mage... Barely any Magic Circuits... 
Practically an amateur ... Killed by the Clock Tower ... Magecraft ... Yes, magecraft .. . Magic 
... Lalways yearned for it... like a child... I wanted... to use magecraft ... like she did... I 
wanted to see the same world ... the same view... that my wife did... That’s all I wanted power 
an organization Ah Aah Aaa aaa aaa a” 

Galvarosso continued his fragmentary account of his path, as if to atone for his sins. 

As the words poured out, there was a tremor of emotion in his eyes. 

Then, just as his heart was about to break under the fear of death .. . darkness reached out 
from the empty air to quietly, gently cover his eyes. 


“Tt” did exist. 
A messenger of death that had slipped into the heart of the gargantuan magecraft workshop 
whose wards and defense mechanisms, while not supreme, were only a step below it, without 


triggering even one of its systems. 
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“You have nothing to fear” 


It was a strange voice. It seemed to come from the entire room, and yet it was only audible 
to Galvarosso. Its words were simple, but because they were simple, they swiftly resonated with 
his chaotic emotions. 

“... Are you sure? A man like me...” 

Tears flowed from his Mystic Eyes, which no longer showed him anything. Darkness merci- 


fully enveloped his life. 
“T have no reason to judge thee, nor do thou. Entrust all to the night.” 


The darkness, which had taken human shape before he knew it, laid its hand on the man’s 


head as it dispassionately intoned: 
“Awake in peace on the far side of sleep.” 


Then, unnoticed, the darkness vanished from the room, leaving behind only an old man who 
no longer needed to breathe, his eyes closed and a hint of relief on his face. 

He had yearned for magecraft. 

Some might say that, for a man who had moved behind the scenes of mage and American 


society for so long for such a childish reason, his end had been too peaceful. 
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